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ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation examines the formation and maturation of the state of Iowa’s refugee 
resettlement program (1975-2010) during the governorship of Robert D. Ray. Though other 
Indochinese communities are studied, particular attention is devoted to the Tai Dam because the 
state resettled them as a cluster. Reasons for starting the program, the legacy of the Vietnam 
War, and Iowans’ varied responses to refugee intake are detailed. It will be proven that Robert 
Ray wielded more influence over Indochinese refugee resettlement and relief than any other 
governor. He established his own resettlement agency, admitted 1,500 boat people, influenced 
the passage of the Refugee Act of 1980, and launched a Cambodian relief program that generated 
over $540,000. In addition to using archival sources, oral history interviews were conducted with 
more than thirty refugees and public officials. These oral histories bring to light the Tai Dam’s 
experiences in Southeast Asia as well as in Iowa. The Tai Dam actively influenced the 
resettlement process by campaigning for relocation to Iowa as a group. Their cultural 
background helps to explain the Tai Dam’s successful adaptation to the American Midwest.
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CHAPTER 1.  INTRODUCTION: AN IOWA ANOMALY 
 
On the Northside of Des Moines, Iowa, a Tai Dam priest has just returned home from 
tending the sick one afternoon in March of 2014. Khouang Luong learned the craft from his 
uncle, a longtime priest who helped heal many Tai Dam in Iowa. However, when Khouang’s 
uncle fell sick, nobody could be found to perform the proper rituals so his uncle taught him. In 
the Tai Chronicle, which tells the sacred origins of the Tai Dam, the Luong family is designated 
as the priestly class.
1
 According to their traditional beliefs, each human body is comprised of 
thirty-two spirits that represent major organs of the body. Khouang heals the sick by recalling 
their wayward spirits, which have fled the body and caused the illness. He reads from a sacred 
text and invites the spirits to take part in a feast prepared to appease them. Luong is one of the 
few Tai Dam priests healing the sick in the Western Hemisphere. How did Iowa become home to 
the largest Tai Dam population outside of Asia? 
Answers to this question begin to emerge when reading through the list of voluntary 
agencies (VOLAGS) responsible for resettling refugees in the United States following the 
Vietnam War. Separate from that group of eight, the State Department listed an odd ninth in a 
footnote: the state of Iowa.
2
 From the close of the Vietnam War to 2010, Iowa alone consistently 
resettled refugees as a state-run voluntary agency. Iowa’s unique role in relocating refugees 
began when Governor Robert D. Ray created the Governor’s Task Force for Indochinese 
Refugees in 1975; he charged it with bringing the Tai Dam to Iowa. The goal of this research is 
                                                          
1
 “Grandfather Prince Leuang was made Shaman” as translated by John Hartmann “Computations on a Tai Dam 
Origin Myth” Anthropological Linguistics Vol 23 No 5 May 1981. 
2
 U.S. Voluntary Agencies: The Major Actors, State Department Booklet, pg. 70 in Ray Papers Resettlement Box 1: 
Conference Meetings Workshops UN Conference on Refugees Geneva Switzerland July 1979. VOLAGS=USCC, 
International Rescue Committee, LIRS, American Council for Nationalities Service, Church World Services, Hebrew 
Immigrant Aid Society, American Fund for Czechoslovak Refugees, Tolstoy Foundation, Iowa State resettlement 
agency. 
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to remove Iowa’s peculiar role from the footnote of history by examining how the state resettled 
Indochinese refugees during the governorship of Robert Ray. 
As of today, this peculiarity of Iowa history has yet to be told in detail. Average Iowans 
may know that Ray helped bring the Tai Dam to Iowa, but these same folks may wrongly think 
Ray brought all Tai Dam, Vietnamese, Cambodian, Laotian, and Hmong refugees to the state. 
Little more than surface level knowledge of Iowa’s relationship with the Indochinese is 
understandable because no scholar has fully explored the Iowa anomaly. Dorothy Schwieder, 
“the Dean of Iowa history,” wrote the definitive work on the state’s past: Iowa: the Middle Land. 
However, Schwieder devotes only two pages to the Southeast Asians in Iowa.
3
 Jon Bowermaster 
compiled the testimonials of roughly two hundred-fifty persons in route to publishing Governor: 
an Oral Biography of Robert D. Ray.
4
 Though useful for addressing the political climate and 
background information of the Ray years, “The Refugees,” at a mere five pages, is one of the 
shortest chapters in the book. Mary Hutchinson Tone’s “On the Road to Ioway” is an excellent 
article on how the Tai Dam fled Laos for Iowa, but it does not address refugee resettlement and 
policy in detail.
5
 To date, the sixty minute Iowa Public Television production, “A Promise Called 
Iowa,” remains the best introduction to this topic.6 
The gap in the history of Southeast Asians in Iowa can largely be applied to the Midwest 
as well. Initially, immigration histories focused on the uprooted Europeans who flocked to 
America.
7
  By the latter half of the twentieth-century, scholars began to explore Asian American 
                                                          
3
 Dorothy Schwieder, Iowa: the Middle Land. (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1996), pg. 311-312. 
4
 Jon Bowermaster, Governor: an Oral Biography of Robert D. Ray. (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1987). 
5
 Mary Hutchinson Tone, “On the Road to Ioway,” The Iowan 29 (1980), pg. 37. 
6
 A Promise Called Iowa, dir. Iowa Public Television, (PBS; 2007 DVD). 
7
 Oscar Handlin. The Uprooted: the Epic Story of the Great Migrations that Made the American People (Watts: 
1951). 
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history.
8 Yet within this growing literature on Asian “strangers from a different shore,” stories 
about groups that trace their ancestry from China and Japan proliferated at the expense of 
Southeast Asia.
9
 Tragically, the upsurge in attention to Southeast Asians came about in part due 
to America’s waging its longest war in Vietnam, and a natural interest in studying the horrors 
committed in Pol Pot’s Cambodia. Most histories of Indochinese refugees focus on their 
transition to life in places like California. The largest body of literature on refugees in the 
Midwest has discussed the Hmong, an ethnic group used by the C.I.A. in a secret war on 
communism.
10
 
Aside from fine studies by linguistic scholars, the Tai Dam remain an understudied and 
misunderstood group.
11
 Writers have consistently portrayed the Tai Dam, an ethnic minority 
from northwest Vietnam, as backwards or pure. Both of these designations mischaracterize the 
group as being chronically isolated; the Tai Dam themselves reject this notion in their own 
writings and oral histories. Unfortunately, next to nothing has been written about the faction of 
Tai Dam who relocated to Iowa.
12
 Because of this dearth of information, their intimate 
relationship with the state’s resettlement program, and their tendency to stay in Iowa, this work 
focuses on the Tai Dam experience while also addressing other Indochinese refugee communities 
in the state. A Tai Dam origin myth closes with the phrase, “Then our fame echoed over the 
world.”13 It is hoped that this study will help that phrase ring truer by promoting future works on 
this interesting population. 
                                                          
8
 For a broader look at the diverse immigrants groups in U.S. history see Thomas Archdeacon, Becoming American: 
an Ethnic History (New York: Free Press, 1984). 
9
 Ronald Takaki, Strangers from a Different Shore: a History of Asian Americans (Boston: Little, Brown, 1989). 
10
 Chia Vang, Hmong in Minnesota (Minnesota Historical Society, 2008). 
11
 See the works of William Gedney, Dorothy and Jay Fippinger, and John Hartmann. 
12
 Sue Bell and Michael Whiteford “Tai Dam Health Care Practices: Asian Refugee Women in Iowa” Social Science 
Medicine 24, no. 4 (1987): 317-325; Stephen Zolvinski “Continuity and Change in Family Systems of the Central 
Iowa Tai Dam (master’s thesis, Iowa State University, 1993). 
13
 Hartmann, “Computations on a Tai Dam Origin Myth,” pg. 200. 
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The pages that follow challenge traditional narratives about refugee policy in America by 
focusing on the role of a governor and the refugees themselves in the creation and 
implementation of refugee resettlement policy at the state level. In 1986, Gil Loescher and John 
Scanlan wrote the seminal text on post-World War II refugee policy. They argue that during the 
Cold War era, American policymakers privileged those fleeing communist regimes; the cries of 
those persecuted under governments that supported U.S. Cold War interests fell on deaf ears. 
This is the “calculated kindness” in U.S. refugee policy.14 In this monograph, the authors focus 
on national level debates between presidents, congressmen, State Department officials, and 
private groups like the Citizen’s Commission on Indochinese Refugees. While Cold War realities 
should not be overlooked, refugees must be seen as more than pawns in an international chess 
game played by power brokers at the federal level.  
Studying the Iowa anomaly allows us to appreciate the role of one governor in navigating 
the turbulent waters of U.S. refugee policy, especially since Robert Ray wielded more influence 
over Indochinese refugee resettlement and relief than any other governor in the nation. In 1975, 
he created a refugee resettlement agency that operated under his fiscal conservative ideals and 
answered to him until he left office in 1982. From the Governor’s Office, Ray mobilized the 
resources of the state to facilitate the successful resettlement of the Tai Dam and other 
Indochinese refugees. Additionally, he used his office in 1979 to coordinate Iowa S.H.A.R.E.S., 
a non-profit entity that contributed over $540,000 to Cambodian relief. He advocated for other 
governors to do more, often using the National Governors’ Association as a forum to support 
refugee resettlement and relief and to demand federal reimbursement to states for their support of 
a federal mission. 
                                                          
14
 Gil Loescher and Jon Scanlan, Calculated Kindness: Refugees and America’s Half-Open Door 1945-Present (New 
York: Free Press). 
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However, an analysis of the Iowa experience reveals that refugees must not be seen as 
voiceless, or blank slates being molded by the Governor’s Office in Des Moines, Iowa, federal 
officials in Washington, D.C., or the wills of their sponsors throughout the Hawkeye state. They 
were not just victims, but actors who brought with them histories, cultures, and ideals that 
influenced how they navigated new terrains.
15
 Oral history interviews with the Tai Dam help 
illustrate how their ethnic origins influenced their decision to come to Iowa as a group in the first 
place.
16
 This decision, along with the refugees’ subsequent actions, influenced the policymaking 
decisions of the Governor and the attitudes of some of the general public as well. The sole image 
of refugees as victims, cultivated by sympathetic State Department officials, humanitarian 
groups, psychologists, and refugees themselves, has been most wrongly applied to children; it 
will be argued that youngsters were the most resilient group of refugees who came to call Iowa 
home. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
15
 Sucheng Chan and Audrey Kim, Not Just Victims: Conversations with Cambodian Community Leaders in the 
United States (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003).  
16
 Jeremy Hein, Ethnic Origins: the Adaptation of Cambodian and Hmong Refugees in Four American Cities (Russell 
Sage Foundation, 2006). 
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Figure 1. Painting of a Tai Dam Noble. While touring Indochina in the mid-1930s, Jean 
Despujols painted this Tai Dam woman he called “Me Tear.” The Frenchman’s artwork is 
housed at the Meadows Museum of Art in Shreveport, Louisiana. For an overview of Tai Dam 
traditional dress and wedding ceremony, see Elyse Demaray and Melody Keim-Shenk “Always 
Remembering the Motherland: Tai Dam Wedding Textiles and Dress,” in Wedding Dress Across 
Cultures (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2004) 191-205. 
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CHAPTER 2.  BEGINNINGS AND ENDINGS AT DIEN BIEN PHU 
The Tai Dam of Iowa trace their roots back to three provinces in northwest Vietnam: Lai 
Chau, Son La, and Yen Bai. Currently, the Socialist Republic of Vietnam officially recognizes 
over fifty ethnic groups, and the Tai are the second largest minority population.
17
 The Tai of 
Vietnam are subdivided into three main groupings: White, Red, and Black. Tai Dam means 
“Black Tai” after the distinctive black clothing worn by their people. The Tai Dam speak the 
Southwestern Tai branch of the Tai-Kadai language family. Linguistically and ethnically, the Tai 
Dam are closely related to the Lao and Thai majorities in Laos and Thailand. Unlike their ethnic 
and linguistic cousins, the Tai Dam use a unique script and reject Theravada Buddhism. 
Unfortunately, Thai, French, American, and Vietnamese scholars have all characterized the Tai 
Dam as being chronically isolated. Supposedly, this isolation makes the Tai Dam backwards and 
or culturally pure. In reality, the Tai Dam have always been enmeshed in the political tumult of 
Southeast Asia as is evident in their chronicles and folklore. The warfare that ultimately pushed 
the Tai Dam to Iowa must be seen as just one example of the many disruptions the group has 
historically endured. 
Tai Dam Origins 
 Long before the Vietnamese defeated the French there, Dien Bien Phu was the ancestral 
homeland of the Tai Dam. Each of the Tai Dam’s Kwam to Muang, or history of the principality, 
begins with a creation myth. In the beginning, the sky and the earth pressed against one another. 
For this reason, “There was no room to raise up the arm of the rice pounder. There was no room 
to draw out thread in spinning. The ox had his hump caught against the low sky. The wild boar 
caught his tusks against the low sky.” To remedy the situation, Grandmother Earth and 
                                                          
17
 Today, over one million Tai live in Vietnam. The group accounts for just under two percent of the total 
population of the nation. The Kinh, the dominant ethnic group in Vietnam, accounts for eighty-five percent. 
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Grandfather Sky cut the cord that held the land and the sky together, permitting the sky to rise. 
However, chaos still reigned over the land:  
There were rice fields but no canals and dams. There were kingdoms but no rulers. The 
hill peoples slaughtered each other in chaos. They fell dead in piles that stunk to the 
heavens…The cattle died for want of grass. Horsemen died for want of air…Peddlers 
died along the roads…Yams growing deep in the ground died from the stifling heat. 
Gourds growing in the forest died on the vine. Rice growing on the slopes died 
completely. Shellfish living in the marshes and rice paddies dried up and died. Boatmen 
died for want of water.
18
 
 
Once more, Grandmother Earth and Grandfather Sky intervened by performing rituals to bring 
rains. For example, the Grandparents wrapped a toad in a shroud. Across Southeast Asia, ethnic 
groups have associated toads, who cry out before downpours, with the ability of communing 
with the heavens.
19
 The Grandparents’ rainmaking pleas worked, but a catastrophic flood ensued, 
“Raindrops the size of peaches fell…The waters flooded up to the heavens…For three months 
the waters did not recede.”20 In this deluge, all creatures perished save for a lone duck and a 
chicken that rode on the duck’s back. 
 After the flood, humans descended from the sky, and Tai rulers established law and order 
throughout the land. 
The Sky placed everything in eight gourds. There were thirty clans of hill people. There 
were fifty clans of Tai people. There were three hundred thirty kinds of rice for the 
fields…There were sacred manuscripts of priests and shaman and of astrologers and 
prophets. There were the old traditions, the twelve village customs, and the twenty-four 
kingdom laws.
21
 
 
In addition to humans and their sacred texts, the creatures of the world also descended in gourds. 
Separate from the ordinary people, Lord Cuang and Lord Silver fell from the heavens. These two 
                                                          
18
 John Hartmann, “Computations on a Tai Dam Origin Myth,” Anthropological Linguistics Vol 23 No. 5 (1981): 189-
190.  
19
 Dang Nghiem Van, “The Flood Myth and the Origin of Ethnic Groups in Southeast Asia,” Journal of American 
Folklore, Vol. 106 No. 421 (1993): 307. 
20
 Hartmann, “Tai Dam Origin Myth,” 191. 
21
 Siang Bachti, “King Cobra: a Tai History Booklet,” Tai Studies Center of Des Moines, Iowa, (2000): 6. 
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figures possessed brass pillars, which symbolized the power of the ruling class. The lords and 
their descendants became divine sovereigns across Southeast Asia. Their most important 
descendent, Lan Cheuang, explored and conquered many lands while marching east to west in 
what became Tai Dam country. Eventually, he established a kingdom in the west called Muang 
Theng: the Tai name for Dien Bien Phu.
22
 
 Unlike the Judeo-Christian flood myth, the flood in the Tai Dam chronicles does not 
occur as a punishment for sin. The rains simply happened in several versions, but in one 
chronicle, talking animals asked the god Ten to kill all humans with a deluge.
23
 Like nearly all 
others, the Tai Dam’s creation myth seeks to explain how a new and more advanced order 
emerged from a more primitive one. Scholar Dang Nghiem Van has demonstrated the symbolic 
importance of the gourd in creation myths throughout Southeast Asia. During a time when 
humans mostly practiced hunting and gathering, the planting of gourds provided a crucial food 
source that resulted in the formation of larger societies.
24
 However, Tai Dam political leader 
Wing Cam has a more ominous interpretation of the gourds and brass pillars associated with his 
ancestors. His descendants came to northwest Vietnam as invaders who conquered Mon-Khmer 
speakers who already inhabited the land. The sacred gourds represented large ships and the brass 
pillars their masts.
25
 
The actual origins of the Tai people are anything but clear. Philologist William Gedney 
placed the homeland of the early Tai along the eastern Kwangsi-Vietnam border.
26
 According to 
                                                          
22
 Ibid, 14. See also John Chamberlain, “The Black Tai Chronicle of Muang Mouay,” Mon-Khmer Studies 21 (1992): 
49. 
23
 For the talking animals version see Chamberlain, “The Black Tai Chronicle,” 37.  
24
 Dang Nghiem Van, “The Flood Myth and the Origins of Ethnic Groups in Southeast Asia,” 310. 
25
 Wing Cam, “ThaiDam History,” trans. Dinh VanLo (unpublished document, Nong Khai Thailand, 1975), 3. 
26
 William Gedney, “Review of J. Marvin Brown’s From Ancient Thai to Modern Dialects,” Social Science Review 
Bangkok Vol. 3 No. 2 (1965): 107-112. 
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Wing Cam, his ancestors emerged from Mount Altai just south of Mongolia circa 4,000 BCE.
27
 
Using Chinese sources, Dang Nghiem Van placed the Tai in southern China, and the group 
began migrating into northwest Indochina by 1,000 BCE.
28
 The Tai Dam of Iowa believe the 
Mongol attacks on China forced their ancestors to flee southward. Led by the two mythical lords 
mentioned in the flood narrative, the Tai peoples began conquering territories in modern-day 
Vietnam.
29
 Undeniably, the Tai Dam established political entities in northwest Vietnam by the 
medieval period. 
Before the French 
 After their conquests, the Tai peoples created a political structure called the Sip Song 
Chau Tai, or Twelve Tai Principalities. A hereditary prince descended from the Lo Cam family 
governed each of these twelve territories called a muang. Traditionally, the White Tai held power 
in the northern Tai states while the Black Tai controlled the middle principalities of Theng, 
Muay, La, Mua, Lo, and Wat. The Red Tai held sway in the southeast.
30
 In theory, one lord who 
had distinguished himself from the others governed all Twelve Tai Principalities.
31
 In reality, no 
single ruler could control the powerful princes. Fighting amongst the Tai was constant as one 
prince tried to increase his power at the expense of another. However, this lack of centralization 
made conquering the Tai difficult for invading powers. 
 
 
 
                                                          
27
 Wing Cam, “ThaiDam History,” 3. 
28
 Dang Nghiem Van, “An Outline of the Thai in Vietnam,” Vietnamese Studies 32 (1972): 146. 
29
 Wing Cam, “ThaiDam History,” 3-4, Siang Bachti, “King Cobra,” 9-13. 
30
 Yukti Mukdawijitra, “Ethnicity and Multilingualism: the Case of the Ethnic Tai in the Vietnamese States,” (PhD 
dissertation, University of Wisconsin, Madison, 2007), 144. 
31
 Wing Cam, “ThaiDam History,” 6. 
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Twelve Tai Principalities 
 
1. Lai 
2. So 
3. Chian 
4. Than 
5. Theng 
6. Muay 
7. La 
8. Mua 
9. Lo 
10. Wat 
11. Sang 
12. Toek 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Linguistic Map of the Tai in Vietnam. The above list was taken from Yukti Mukdawijitra, 
“Ethnicity and Multilingualism: the Case of the Ethnic Tai in the Vietnamese State.” After the French 
arrived, four more official territories were added: Khoa, Kwai, Chanh, and Nam Ma. 
White Tai 
Black Tai 
Red Tai 
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 The Tai Dam inhabited lowland river valleys in the mountainous region of northern 
Vietnam. In these valleys, they established villages based on wet rice cultivation. As rulers, the 
Lo Cam distributed the rice fields and demanded labor and tribute from others.
32
 Limits on the 
amount of land suitable for rice cultivation also required some Tai Dam to engage in slash and 
burn agriculture. Tai Dam families included the Cam, Lo, Vi, Lu, Leo, Luong, Ka, Tong and 
Quang. The Me and Nguyen also lived amongst the Tai Dam, but they were not considered “pure 
Tai” because of their mixing with the Vietnamese and Chinese.33 The Tai Dam used the derisive 
term Sa to refer to the original inhabitants of the land, and this group lived on the mountainsides. 
The Hmong, latecomers to the region, lived on the mountaintops and engaged in slash and burn 
agriculture. Additionally, the Hmong produced opium and sold their product to Tai Dam 
middlemen. 
 
Figure 3. Tai Dam Political Overview. The above information was provided by Faluang Baccam.  
                                                          
32
 Ibid, 6. 
33
 Gerald Hickey, “The Social Systems of Northern Vietnam,” (PhD dissertation, University of Chicago, 1959), 135-
140. 
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 The Tai Dam’s religious beliefs reinforced their hierarchical society. In the Tai 
Chronicle, the god Ten Luong designated the Lo Cam as the rulers and the Luong as the priests. 
These political and religious elites supervised ceremonies dedicated to the spirits of the sky and 
spirits of the land. The Ten were the most powerful spirits, and they resided in heaven. Ten 
Luong sat atop the Black Tai pantheon of gods. Beneath the Ten were lesser spirits. For example, 
each village and each principality had protector spirits that needed to be appeased by performing 
at least annual ceremonies. The spirit of the village resided in a house while the spirit of the 
principality resided within a tree or sacred pillar. The Lo Cam and Luong performed religious 
rites to ensure good harvests and peaceful times.
34
 
The Tai Dam believed every human body to be comprised of thirty-two souls. When an 
individual became ill or frightened, this meant that one or more of their souls had fled their body, 
causing illness. During healing ceremonies, religious figures made food and drink offerings to 
coax these wayward souls to return to the sick person’s body. When an individual passed away, 
some of their souls remained and roamed the earth. In each Tai Dam home, the male head of 
household oversaw an altar dedicated to the remembrance and worship of his ancestors. Females 
maintained their own altars to relatives, but these altars resided outside of the home. If 
individuals did not venerate their ancestors’ souls with offerings of food and drink, misfortune 
befell the living.
35
 
When a Tai Dam dies, some of their souls travel to a Muang Fa or the village in the sky. 
The village to which one belonged depended on that person’s status in life. The souls of 
commoners and children who passed away before the age of five live in Lam Loi. At this village, 
commoners must work as they did while living. Unfortunately, after a certain period of time, 
                                                          
34
 Sumitr Pitiphat, “The Religion and Beliefs of the Black Tai, and a Note on the Study of Cultural Origins,” Journal of 
Siam Society, 68.1 (1980): 31-33. 
35
 Hickey, “Social Systems of Northern Vietnam,” 145-150. 
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their souls must depart heaven and return to the living world where they cause harm to others. 
The petty nobles of the Lo Cam family live at Gien Pan Noi. There, food and drink are plentiful 
and the climate ideal. Sadly, the souls of the petty nobles must also leave heaven and return to 
the living world. Only the souls of the prominent Lo Cam family enjoy a permanent afterlife in 
the village in the sky. They live in a paradise called Gien Pan Luong.
36
 
The living Tai Dam ushered their deceased loved ones to the village in the sky with the 
all-important San Song funerary ceremony. After a notable individual passed, relatives washed 
and laid out the corpse on a mat. The sons and daughter-in-laws made boiled chicken, liquor, and 
other offerings to their deceased loved one. The mourners’ wails awakened the dead. On day 
two, a son-in-law, literally or figuratively, oversaw funerary rites. By the time the son-in-law 
arrived, the son of the dead, dressed in white, had prepared another offering tray of chicken and 
pig brought by relatives. The son-in-law, dressed in black, then kneeled before the dead and 
asked its spirit to take the offering. During the night of day two, the son-in-law read the Kwam 
To Muang to the deceased. This story of the principality began with a plea for the dead to listen. 
Next, the Tai Dam flood myth was recounted. Afterwards, the history of the principality and its 
glorious chiefs, usually relatives of the dead, were recited. Reading the text might have taken as 
long as three hours. 
Just before dawn, the son-in-law sang the San Song. In preparation for their own funerals, 
the living, especially the Lo Cam, maintained detailed genealogies and a list of all of their 
travels. The son-in-law then recited in reverse chronological order all of the places the individual 
had traveled. All Tai Dam spirits are eventually guided back to the same place on Earth: the Tat 
Pi Fai Waterfall. This waterfall, purportedly in Son La, represents the place where Grandmother 
                                                          
36
 Ibid, 149. 
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Earth and Grandfather Sky had cut the cord that once held the land and sky together.
37
 From the 
waterfall, the son-in-law ushered the dead to the village in the sky according to their rank. After 
the son-in-law saw the dead to their destination, he had to hurriedly guide himself back to the 
living world. Once the San Song had been performed, the son-in-law oversaw the cremation of 
the corpse on day three. Eventually, the dead’s ashes were placed at their tomb. The son-in-law 
sacrificed a white buffalo, and then he performed the San Song once more to ask the deceased to 
take the sacrificed animal to the commoners who farmed in the village in the sky. In the near 
future, the sons and relatives of the departed held a ceremony whereby priests invited some of 
the dead’s souls to remain on an ancestral altar. They made offerings to the recently deceased 
and other ancestors in their genealogical list.
38
 
In the late twentieth-century, Sumitr Pitiphat of Thammasat University in Thailand wrote 
about Tai Dam spiritual beliefs. The anthropologist argued that the Thai and Lao have long had 
cultural contacts with Buddhism and Hinduism. In contrast, the Black Tai in northwest Vietnam, 
the ethnic and linguistic cousins of the Thai and Lao, have not been influenced by Indian and 
Chinese cultures. Pitiphat concluded that the Thai and Lao people can learn about their ancient 
ancestors by studying present-day Tai Dam: 
The data on the Black Tai give us some insight into the system of beliefs of ancient Tai 
civilizations prior to the adoption of Buddhist and Brahmanisitic teachings…In the long 
intervening period up to the present, many changes have taken place and it is now 
difficult to identify what are original Tai cultural patterns, and what was the nature of the 
old Tai social systems. If scholars direct more attention to the study of the now veiled 
aspects of ancient Tai groups, especially the non-Buddhist Tai, they can help in 
promoting understanding of the origins and past conditions of Tai culture and society.
39
 
 
Pitiphat’s argument presupposes the Tai Dam to be a static and isolated culture, pure of 
foreign influence. However, the Tai Dam’s own accounts challenge such a notion. In Wing 
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Cam’s history, the Twelve Tai Principalities constantly faced invasion from outside forces. Wing 
wrote:  
The Twelve Tai Principalities was subjected without end to the invasion of neighboring 
countries: China, Annam, and the traffic of pirates. What we see now as temples, stone 
bridges, and certain words were proof of it. Most often, to respect the good neighbors, the 
leader of the Twelve Tai Principalities had to send courteous missions with substantial 
gifts. In return, the leader received honorable titles which frightened neighboring lords 
and pirates. If anytime the leader missed this rule, war began.
40
 
 
At differing times in their history, the Tai Dam had been vassals to many external powers; they 
constantly found themselves embroiled in the political rivalries between the Lao Kingdom of 
Luang Prabang, China, Vietnam, and Siam. By the late nineteenth-century, the French became 
just the latest foreigners to compete for power in Tai Dam country. When they arrived there, the 
French did not find an isolated culture naïve to power politics, but a politically astute group who 
managed to maintain some form of independence amongst more powerful and quarrelsome 
neighbors. 
French Indochina 
 The motivating forces behind French imperialism in Indochina were manifold. Conrad 
Malte-Brun, a geographer working for the Napoleonic regime, first coined the term Indochina in 
1804. The word “Indochina” demonstrated the marginal position Europeans ascribed to the vast 
territory between British India and the Chinese empire. In fact, French desire to access trade in 
China had always underpinned their interest in Southeast Asia. Since the English dominated 
markets in eastern China, the French hoped to obtain a foothold in western China by controlling 
the Mekong and Red Rivers. For centuries, China had been the dominant power in the region. 
Rulers throughout Southeast Asia, including those of the Twelve Tai Principalities, had paid 
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tribute to their more powerful neighbor to the north. In order for French power to take root in 
Southeast Asia, China had to be subjugated.
41
 
 French activities in Indochina unfolded during a period of intense competition between 
rival Western powers. In 1857, the Special Commission for Cochinchina described how this 
imperialist competition required France to increase its involvement in the Far East, “Are we to be 
the only ones who possess nothing in this area, while the English, the Dutch, the Spanish, and 
even the Russians establish themselves here?”42 To be a world power, France needed trade and 
military outposts in Southeast Asia. Envious of the English, France hoped to turn Saigon into a 
French Singapore. From 1858 through 1867, France seized control over territories in southern 
Vietnam and the kingdom of Cambodia. In the midst of the Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864), 
China could not prevent this extension of French influence. After suffering military defeat in the 
Franco-Prussian War of 1871, France looked to expand in the Far East to regain great power 
status. Between 1882 and 1897, France established protectorates over Laos and the northern 
portion of Vietnam. Territories in northern Vietnam provided French ships access to coal fields 
and trade links via the South China Sea.
43
 
 Aside from purely economic considerations, a civilizing mission motivated French 
imperialism in Indochina. French missionary efforts in Vietnam began in the seventeenth-
century; the Jesuit Alexandre de Rhodes helped develop the Vietnamese alphabet quoc ngu to 
facilitate Christianization. French Catholics’ desire to spread the faith in the East only increased 
when the French revolutionaries dismantled religion. In 1799, Bishop Pigneau de Behaine 
declared, “Precious Cross, the French have knocked you down and removed you from their 
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temples. Since they no longer respect you, come to Cochinchina.”44 The Nguyen dynasty of 
Vietnam viewed French missionizing with disdain; the Catholic faith challenged the Confucian-
based authority of the emperor. In 1832, ruler Minh Mang authorized violent attacks against 
Christians. In response, clergymen and their converts demanded the French take measures to 
protect them in Vietnam. Throughout the nineteenth-century, anticlericalism in France increased, 
but the nation still developed a secular version of the civilizing mission. France would bring 
modernity and republican values to the backward Southeast Asians, including the Tai peoples 
French ethnographers classified as primitives.
45
 
 In the 1880s, the French became just the latest foreigners seeking influence over the 
Twelve Tai States. Deo Van Tri, a White Tai leader, allied with Chinese bandits and resisted the 
French. However, the Deo family switched sides in 1890. This marked the beginning of a long 
partnership between the French who used the White Tai as allies against Vietnamese 
nationalism, and the Deo who used the French to bolster their family’s influence in Tai country. 
While trying to establish authority in the region, the French attempted to weaken the power of 
the Tai ruling class. They wanted leadership positions in Tai country to be elective rather than 
hereditary. However, Tai Dam religious belief required rulers to be a Lo Cam as specified in 
their creation myth. This royal family also supervised important religious rites that maintained 
the well-being of their principality. Though leadership positions became elective under French 
rule, the Lo Cam still dominated politics. The name “Cam” means gold in the Tai Dam language. 
A proverb describes that family’s monopoly on power, “If gold should disappear, it must be 
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replaced by other gold.”46 From the late 1880s until the end of World War II, the Tai Dam 
experienced relative peace as compared to earlier periods of invasion.
47
 Unfortunately, this peace 
did not last. 
Voices from Tai Dam Country 
 Only the eldest living Tai Dam experienced a peaceful childhood in Tai Dam country. 
Born in Son La in 1925, Neth Rasavanh described how her playing helped others in her village 
of Thong, “I remember loving to climb trees…I was known as the expert tree climber. I could 
climb well like a monkey; my body felt so light. When people wanted [fruits] from the trees, 
they would call on me to pick the fruits for them.” Tai Dam homes consisted of one big room 
separated by curtains. Since her father held a leadership position, Neth’s family lived in a larger 
home with ten rooms. Though peace existed in those times, Neth remembered life in Tai Dam 
country being difficult. Neth’s father had three wives, and her mother was of humble status 
compared to the other two. The high-ranking wives wanted Neth’s father to leave her mother. 
Being female, Neth never went to school in Son La. She explained, “Girls were only encouraged 
to work the fields and create textiles. Parents told girls that they cannot make a living or support 
a family if they took time for education and do not learn how to work the fields and create 
textiles.” Parents often pressured children to marry a certain partner, but Neth fell in love on her 
own. She married her husband Duc, an educated official who worked for the French.
48
 
 In contrast to Neth, warfare interrupted Nga Baccam’s childhood. Born in Muang Sai 
around 1942, Nga remembered a mountain dividing her homeland. On one side, the Tai Dam 
built their homes. A large river flowed along the other side of the mountain. She explained her 
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childhood routine, “After working the fields, we would take baths and swim in the river.” Only 
Tai Dam lived in Nga’s village. She believed that Vietnamese and other foreigners could not 
drink the water without falling ill. Nga’s father held a leadership position, and this required him 
to oversee important ceremonies. She explained:  
We held an annual ceremony every year. If it was not held, the fields would not be 
productive and the livestock may not survive. The ceremony involved sacrificing a water 
buffalo. My father would sacrifice a water buffalo from our own farm for the entire 
village. All the residents of the village would join in and help out with the ceremony, 
which was held at the river. At least one family member from each household would 
attend. 
 
Nga grew up on a farm surrounded by many different animals: cows, chickens, ducks, water 
buffalos, and dogs. Nga left her village around the age of ten. She lamented, “We had to throw 
everything away because of the war.”49 
 After World War II, the Tai Dam lived in the middle of an escalating conflict between the 
French and the Vietnamese communists. French forces in the area had been forced to flee to 
China during World War II, but they attempted to regain control over Vietnam after the Allied 
victory. To win Tai support and weaken Vietnamese nationalism, the French created the semi-
autonomous Tai Federation in 1948. Deo Van Long of the White Tai served as its president, and 
Quy Baccam of the Black Tai held the position of Vice President. The French also created three 
battalions of Tai soldiers who served under French officers. In 1952, teenager Bao Lo Cam of 
Son La joined a Tai battalion. He explained, “We did not accept the communist regime. We had 
to fight them.” Bao served as an officer alongside the French, and later in South Vietnam, the 
Americans. He compared the two allies, “The Americans were better because the French were 
colonizers. They commanded us, unlike the Americans who were our friends. We were colonies. 
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They did not treat us too well.”50 By the time Bao joined the service, the Vietminh had 
experienced victories in Tai Dam country using the pourrissement or “rotting away” strategy. In 
the mountainous terrain, the Vietminh fought small scale skirmishes against the French, who 
could not deploy their larger forces.
51
 
By the early 1950s, Tai Dam who supported the French feared being captured by the 
enemy. Elders reflected on how the fighting disrupted their lives. The communists forced Neth 
Rasavanh to leave her home at gunpoint. She recalled those turbulent times: 
The Vietnamese relocated us to an area where there was no food to eat for days. We had 
no choice but to take the children and babies with us. The men were forced to go with 
them to another place to do hard labor. They were not allowed to go with the women and 
children. The women had to carry the children and whatever they could handle carrying 
from home on their backs. 
 
Being relocated did not remove Neth from the warzone. French and Vietnamese planes fought 
one another. She described living in constant fear, “We had to sleep under rocks to keep secure 
from the ammunition. We also had to forage for food in the forest to cook whatever we found. 
However, if they saw smoke from our cooking, or if they saw anyone on the ground, they would 
also shoot at us. It was very difficult. I remember this going on for days. Many people were 
killed during this time.” After about one year, the French regained ground and Neth returned to 
her village, but her homecoming proved short-lived.
52
 
 By 1952, the French position in Tai Dam country had deteriorated, and they decided to 
evacuate their Tai allies to the relative safety of Hanoi. Nga Baccam and Houng Baccam recalled 
their last days in Tai Dam country. Nga fled Muang Sai with her father, two older sisters and 
their four children. She described her long journey, mostly by foot, to an airfield in Phuan San:  
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The French led our way. I remember holding a French soldier’s hand as we were 
walking. We took a water buffalo with us on our journey. It was a long ways, and we had 
to stop and sleep on the way there. I remember my feet aching. The French and the 
Vietnamese were there in Phuan San fighting as well. I remember the French being on 
one side and on another side were the Vietnamese. We had to run to the French side as 
quickly as possible before someone from the Vietnamese side captured us. If they 
captured women and children, they would return us to our village to live under the 
communist rule if we were not shot first.
53
 
 
Houng Baccam, a twelve-year-old from the village of Pieng in Son La, remembered his 
harrowing evacuation to Hanoi in November of 1952: 
Suddenly, the Vietminh attacked the airport and everyone rushed to the airplanes. There 
were about fifteen airplanes…Once the refugees rushed the airplanes, they filled up and 
shutoff [the doors]. My sister and I missed my parents. They went off to the airplane and 
it shutoff. We did not know where to go. We thought that if we went to the first airplane, 
there would be more people. We went to about the fourth airplane. An official there took 
us into the airplane. Luckily, we met our parents at the airport in Hanoi.
54
 
 
The Tai Dam hoped their stay in Hanoi would be temporary. Once the communists had been 
defeated, they would return home. 
 In Hanoi, most of the Tai Dam lived in a place called Chai Lor Ngok, which had been a 
school for the Vietnamese. The Tai Dam recalled life being very difficult in Hanoi. According to 
Neth Rasavanh, a mother of six at the time, the refugees had to fend for themselves, “The French 
had just dropped us off there, and they could not help us with anything.”55 The group built their 
own shelters along a nearby river. The adults could not find work, and the young could not 
attend school. Nga Baccam’s family struggled to survive in Hanoi, “My family and I had to sell 
everything we had, including some of our clothes and even some jewelry that we had on us, for 
food. My father was able to sell the water buffalo that we had brought with us on our journey to 
Phuan San…”56 The refugees had no land to cultivate and no wood for cooking. As a result, the 
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Tai Dam had to scavenge for resources. Vietnamese locals accused the refugees of stealing their 
crops, and they threatened to kill the Tai Dam.
57
 
 In 1954, the French succeeded in drawing the Vietminh into a traditional-style battle at 
Dien Bien Phu. After fifty-six days of fierce combat, the Vietminh defeated seventeen French-
commanded battalions. Historian Bernard Fall provided a gruesome estimate of the casualties 
suffered by the French forces. Out of 16,544 soldiers, three thousand died on or near the 
battlefield, and another three thousand survived the siege. Nearly ten thousand soldiers died 
during death marches and from torturous treatment in communist prison camps.
58
 Bao Lo Cam, 
then a second lieutenant in a Tai battalion, narrowly escaped becoming one of those prisoners of 
war. Bao reflected, “I was over there, but I was not captured. The French had information that 
the communists had a division moving towards Laos. We came from Dien Bien Phu to Muang 
Sai by plane to bomb the communists…We stopped them. We tried to go back to Dien Bien Phu, 
but the anti-aircraft was too heavy. We could not land. After that, we had an operation close to 
Hanoi.”59 
 Thuong Lo, a translator in the Third Tai Battalion, blamed French naiveté and Chinese 
intervention for the loss at Dien Bien Phu. According to Thuong, the gullible French believed 
they could make treaties with the Vietminh, and the Chinese provided troops and material that 
turned the tide in favor of their fellow communists.
60
 The American press also blamed Chinese 
assistance for the disaster. Others attributed the defeat to the effective guerilla style of warfare 
waged by the Vietminh. In 1967, scholar John McAllister challenged these traditional 
explanations for the fall of Dien Bien Phu. McAllister concluded, “It was not doctrine that 
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outsmarted the French but a precise knowledge of the mountains and peoples of northern 
Vietnam.”61  
In contrast to the Vietminh, the French miscalculated in their dealings with the area’s 
minorities. With French support, the White Tai Deo family involved themselves in Black Tai 
politics. The Black Tai who had been removed from power or passed over for key appointments 
offered important support to the communists. Many Black Tai also resented French favoritism 
toward the White Tai. Additionally, France’s recognition of the Tai Federation threatened the 
Hmong. An inherent tension existed between the upland Hmong and the lowland Tai. The 
Hmong cultivated opium and sold their crop to the Tai, but they believed Tai middlemen offered 
unfair prices. The Vietminh exploited this rivalry. Access to the Hmong’s opium trade helped the 
Vietminh finance their war effort. The Hmong, “a ready-made Trojan horse,” served as guides 
and porters to the victorious forces at Dien Bien Phu.
62
 
 Tai Dam female elders have a difficult time comprehending the politics of a complicated 
war. Neth Rasavanh noted, “I do not understand the entire French-Vietnamese War, but what I 
do remember is that the Vietnamese communists were very cruel. They executed my father at the 
age of ninety because he was an official and had worked with the French.” Simultaneously, Neth 
does not harbor positive feelings towards the French either. Living in Tai country was difficult. 
Most Black Tai were poor, but the French still demanded taxes. Neth explained, “They would 
hurt the people and sometimes held the Tai Dam people hostage if they did not have any money 
for them. They were so cruel. I believe that is why they had led us to lose our country. I do not 
understand why they did the things they did…We were so poor and had a tough life.”63  
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Throughout this struggle, Tai Dam also suffered at the hands of their fellows. Em Quang 
of Son La remembered Black Tai soldiers raiding her hometown of Kute. While the invaders 
razed her village, the twelve-year-old girl fled to the fields. Troops eventually caught up with her 
and others. Soldiers looked over the Tai Dam girls and forced their favorites into marriage. As 
Em’s father held a leadership position, her refusal to marry the soldier would have jeopardized 
her father’s life. To protect her father and prove her family’s loyalty, Em had to marry the 
soldier. It would be the beginning of an eleven year marriage she never wanted. After Em and 
fellow villagers rebuilt Kute, the soldier returned for his bride and took her to Hanoi. When Dien 
Bien Phu fell, Em realized she would not be able to return to Tai Dam country; she never saw her 
parents again.
64
 
For the Tai Dam of Iowa, Dien Bien Phu represented the beginning of a permanent 
dislocation from their ancestral homeland in northwest Vietnam. The roughly two thousand 
exiles in Hanoi split into two groups. Bao Lo Cam joined a small contingent of soldiers who 
moved to South Vietnam. Another faction obtained permission to relocate along the border of 
Laos and Vietnam. On July 20, 1954, the majority of the Tai Dam evacuated Hanoi for Xiang 
Khoang, Laos. In their new land, the Tai Dam built the village of Na Ngam. By this time Quy 
Baccam, the highest ranked Black Tai, had fled to France. His relative Suc Baccam assumed 
leadership of the Tai Dam in exile during their stay in Xiang Khoang. At Na Ngam, the Tai Dam 
divided the land into four parts based on the four different regions the group came from in Tai 
Dam country. Those with political titles in the old country retained them in this recreation of the 
Tai Dam homeland.
65
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The Tai Dam remembered life in Xiang Khoang as a time of great difficulty. The exiles 
attempted to cultivate rice, but the land was of poor quality. Nga Baccam recalled the 
uncooperative soil had a distinctive red color, and trees covered much of the landscape. In the 
higher elevation, the Tai Dam experienced colder temperatures. Nga explained, “I remember it 
being cold and there was frost in the mornings. We did not have adequate clothes either. We had 
to wait until the sun came out at about noon until we could take our baths. I remember having to 
curl up to keep warm.” With minimal success raising crops, the Tai Dam endured the indignity 
of begging locals for food. Nga’ family received uncooked rice and made it into soup.66 Tai Dam 
elders have mixed feelings about their early treatment by the Lao. Some Black Tai appreciated 
the assistance they received from their new neighbors. However, Neth Rasavanh believed that 
the Lao initially looked down upon the Tai Dam because they had lost their homeland and 
needed handouts.
67
 In this precarious position, Suc Baccam flirted with the idea of relocating the 
group to South Vietnam. However, Souvanna Phouma, the former premier of Laos, learned of 
their plight and arranged for the Tai Dam to be moved to the capital. After just under a year and 
a half, the Tai Dam migrated to Vientiane.
68
 
In Vientiane, the Tai Dam rebuilt their lives. They lived in villages on the outskirts of the 
capital. Like the experiment at Na Ngam in Xiang Khoang, the Tai Dam recreated their old 
villages in their new homeland. For example, those from Muang Moui lived together in Song 
Khoua while those from Son La lived together at Sompeaui.
69
 In the capital, the Tai Dam held 
diverse jobs. Many men worked for the Royal Lao Government as soldiers and officials while 
the women worked as domestics. Children also had greater access to schooling in Laos. Over 
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time, many Black Tai obtained Lao citizenship, but they still enjoyed their local self-government. 
By 1956, Quy Baccam, the former Vice President of the Tai Federation, rejoined his people, and 
he was the leader of the Tai Dam community in Laos.
70
 
In Laos, the Tai Dam experienced tension over whether or not to assimilate with the Lao 
or preserve their culture. As a young student, Mike Rasavanh felt ashamed to be a Tai Dam, and 
he attempted to blend in with his Lao peers by hiding his accent and Tai Dam ancestry.
71
 In 
contrast, his mother Neth continued to wear the distinctive Tai Dam attire. Because of the 
similarities between the two cultures, some Tai Dam parents did not mind their children 
marrying Lao. However, life in Vientiane disrupted traditional marriage patterns. In the past, a 
woman’s sewing ability made her a desirable spouse in northwest Vietnam. As a rite of marriage, 
a bride had to offer her new relatives handmade gifts of clothing. Of particular importance were 
the quality and quantity of black cotton scarves a bride sewed for her mother-in-law. Black Tai 
women used a scarf as a shawl, baby sling, and shield from the sun. In contrast to the older 
generation who married in northwest Vietnam, the Tai Dam living in Vientiane could purchase 
readymade clothing, which deemphasized the importance of sewing ability. Instead of weaving 
skills, some men desired ethnically “pure Tai Dam” women as brides while living in Vientiane.72 
The Tai Dam’s dealing with these cultural tensions paled in comparison to what the 
group would have dealt with had they remained in Xiang Khoang. Shortly after they left, the area 
became a hotly contested warzone between communist and anticommunist forces. In 1990, 
author Timothy Castle flew over the bombed out landscape. He described the water-filled craters 
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below as resembling thousands of shiny coins. American B-52 bombers had created many of 
those craters.
73
 The French defeat at Dien Bien Phu permitted the Vietnminh to spread into Laos, 
and it also intensified American involvement in stopping the spread of communism in what had 
been French Indochina. As U.S. military interests in the region increased, so too did American 
desires to learn about the peoples of Vietnam.  
American researchers first began to study the Tai Dam in the late 1950s, but they too 
classified the Tai Dam as being isolated. Gerald Hickey, a doctoral student from the University 
of Chicago, described the Tai Dam as an “aloof and untouched” culture in the late 1950s.74 
Similarly, a 1972 U.S. Army study categorized the Tai Dam as being “comparatively isolated 
from outside influences. Their beliefs and customs have thus been identified as similar to those 
of the early Thai peoples, before their migrations southward from China into the Indochinese 
peninsula.”75 American opinions of the Tai Dam have been informed by the political situation in 
North Vietnam. By the time American scholars had an interest in studying the Black Tai, North 
Vietnam had fallen to communism, and this complicated any chance of conducting fieldwork in 
the northwest. Hickey had to rely on French and Thai sources housed in Paris or on Tai Dam 
refugees who had fled to South Vietnam. 
 In contrast to American scholars, Dang Nghiem Van, an ethnographer and expert on 
Southeast Asian creation myths, portrayed the Tai Dam as a people long involved in the 
economic and political history of Vietnam. For centuries, Dien Bien Phu served as a cultural 
crossroads and trade center. Merchants sold many products and caravans sometimes reached 
several hundred animals in size. People traded in Lao, Chinese, Vietnamese, and Burmese 
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currencies in the Tai homeland. The Tai Dam also had political dealings with rulers from Laos, 
China, Vietnam, and Siam.
76
 To survive amongst their more powerful neighbors, the Tai rulers 
frequently shifted their allegiances; warfare was constant. 
 Unfortunately, Dang Nghiem Van’s research on the Tai Dam has been compromised by 
communist ideology. Though Dang correctly challenged the image of the isolated Tai, he 
presented the northwest as a dysfunctional region “shaken by troubles” until its liberation by the 
communist Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Under the leadership of the Kinh, oppressive 
French imperialists had been defeated at Dien Bien Phu, and the Tai had finally been joined to 
the nation as equals. Though all peoples in communist Vietnam were equals, backwards groups 
such as the Tai Dam needed communism to push them into the modern era. For example, 
“primitive” Tai Dam farming techniques had been modernized with the use of hydroelectric 
dams, chemical fertilizers, and metal tools. Armed with the tools of modernity, Tai farmers 
annually harvested two or three rice crops instead of only one as in previous years. Similarly, Tai 
Dam went from living under exploitation to living in a land of plenty. Inside their formerly 
barren homes, one now found writing desks, bookshelves, mantle lamps, radios, and other “signs 
of modernity.” According to Dang, the modern science of the communists had also nearly 
eradicated malaria in the northwest, and modern medicine led to a decline in the superstitious 
religious beliefs of the Tai Dam.
77
  
In his study of the Black Tai, Dang has constructed a communist creation myth whereby 
the Kinh imposed order and brought progress to the chaotic northwest and its backwards peoples. 
Together, all minorities joined in uprisings against their French and American oppressors. 
According to Dang, “The common struggle against French imperialism and then American 
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imperialism has solidly welded together the various nationalities of Vietnam…Economic 
progress, social reforms, transportation facilities, eradication of malaria---all these factors have 
contributed to a closer and closer national integration.”78 In this communist creation myth, the 
Tai Dam who fought against communism and ultimately relocated to Iowa have been removed 
from history. 
The Legend of King Cobra 
 Tai Dam folklore mentions a legendary figure named King Cobra. In the thirteenth 
century, King Taav Kwak governed the principality of Muoi. While visiting his people, the King 
overheard a Sa woman mock the Queen for being rude. This woman, named Nang Sor, believed 
she would be a better queen. Angered, the King called the Sa woman in for questioning, but 
Nang Sor stood firmly behind her derogatory statements about the Queen. Impressed by her 
boldness, the King took Nang Sor as a concubine, and she bore him the son who went on to 
become King Cobra. 
 As the offspring of a Tai king and a Sa woman, King Cobra possessed the perfect lineage. 
The noble blood that ran through his veins made him fit to be a great ruler whereas the wild Sa 
blood gave him the ruggedness that struck fear into his enemies. As a child, Cobra continuously 
confronted the slighted Queen who sought revenge. She plotted his death on at least two 
occasions. First, she had two soldiers lure the seven-year-old Cobra to the bottom of a hill. From 
the top of that hill, the soldiers hurled sharpened bamboo poles at the child. To their amazement, 
the young Cobra caught the poles out of midair. Second, rumors swirled that a golden bird rested 
inside of a tree of the realm. The Queen asked her husband to order the young Cobra to collect 
the golden bird for the glory of the kingdom. However, hidden inside that tree sat not a golden 
bird but a poisonous snake. Cobra’s mother knew of the Queen’s treachery, but her son had to 
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follow the order of the King. Anticipating a trap, she wrapped her son’s head in cloth for 
protection. When harvesting the so-called bird, a huge golden cobra attacked, but its fangs sank 
harmlessly into the boy’s clothing. In the event that earned him his name, Cobra ripped out the 
serpent’s tongue and ignorantly presented the snake to the King and his terrified officials. 
 About three years later, Cobra and his father traveled for diplomacy with a Vietnamese 
ruler just west of modern-day Hanoi. While his father met with the Vietnamese ruler, Cobra 
strolled through the town. Soon, he came upon some Vietnamese soldiers guarding their king’s 
golden boat, which rested on the waters of the Black River. Annoyed by the child’s interest, the 
Vietnamese troops mockingly told Cobra to leave because, “You do not even have enough 
strength to even hold the golden paddle.” Infuriated, Cobra boldly declared, “Why don’t you let 
me try…and you will see how the Tai people, even children, can paddle upstream in the rushing 
river.”79 Amused, the soldiers humored the child by telling him he might keep the boat if he 
paddled it upstream. Cobra backed up his boast by feverishly paddling the boat 125 miles to his 
homeland of Muoi. Cobra knew the Vietnamese troops would soon find him, so he decided to 
hide the golden boat by anchoring it underwater at the confluence of the Nam Muoi Creek and 
Black River. When the soldiers located Cobra at the palace, the youngster told them that the boat 
had sunk. During times of sadness, Cobra raised the golden boat and paddled the Nam Muoi 
Creek to cheer himself up before returning it underwater. Tai Dam lore states that during times 
of trouble, the golden boat lifts out of the water for a brief moment; some Tai Dam swear to have 
seen it rise out of the water just a short time before the disastrous defeat at Dien Bien Phu.
80
 
 The Tai Dam are not an untouched culture. Centuries before the French and Vietnamese 
communists arrived, King Cobra had to engage in shrewd diplomacy with foreign powers. He 
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allied with the Mongols to expand his kingdom of Muoi. Soon after, Vietnamese King Tran 
Nhan Tong feared this expansion and attacked Cobra in 1290. The Vietnamese overpowered 
Cobra’s forces and took his father and second son hostage. King Cobra sought haven in Laos 
under King Kam Fong’s protection. There, the Lao King set aside the territory of Chiang Toong 
for Cobra to govern. Cobra’s relatives and friends followed him there, and all dutifully served 
the Lao King for many years. As thanks for their loyalty, Cobra’s sons received lands and titles 
from King Kam Fong. During his time in Laos, Cobra did not make war on the Vietnamese on 
account of his father being held hostage. In 1300, King Cobra returned with great ceremony to 
his homeland of Muang Muoi.
81
 
 The Tai Dam who came to Iowa identify with King Cobra because his life so closely 
paralleled their experiences after the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu. They found purpose and 
meaning in their own hardships by referring back to their past. Like the legendary figure, the Tai 
Dam had faced exile at the hands of the Vietnamese, and a Lao king had granted the Tai Dam 
safe haven once more. Similar to their ancestor, the twentieth-century Tai Dam dutifully served 
the Lao monarch as soldiers and officials, and they enjoyed self-government over their refugee 
villages. Wing Cam envisioned himself as a modern-day King Cobra. He noted, “I could set up 
Chiang Toong to defend the kingdom, but we were not as successful as Prince Cobra. Once again 
we had to leave this lovely country considered by [us] foreigners as haven.”82 King Cobra 
triumphantly returned to his homeland, but the Tai Dam ended up resettling a world away in 
Iowa. It is from this unlikely place that some present-day Tai Dam still perform the San Song. 
The oldest son-in-law guides the spirits of those whose lives have come to an end back to the 
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lands near Dien Bien Phu. From there, the Tai Dam journey onward to a new beginning in the 
village in the sky. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
34 
 
 
CHAPTER 3.   BENDING THE RULES OF FEDERAL REFUGEE POLICY 
  The rapidity with which the South fell to the communist North in late April of 1975 took 
Americans and their Vietnamese allies by surprise. The image of dozens of Vietnamese 
frantically swarming towards an Air America helicopter perched on a Saigon building top is 
etched into the collective memory of a generation. Over thirty-five years later, current Davenport 
resident Dau Truong, a former interpreter for the C.I.A’s Provincial Reconnaissance Unit, 
emotionally recalled the impact on his life: “To me. And I think to most Vietnamese, we lost all 
when Saigon fell you know. And until now we still thinking about that day you know…I have 
not enough vocabulary to tell you…"83 Many Vietnamese who had cooperated with the U.S. 
government, including interpreters such as Truong, feared the worst. Thousands panicked, 
fearing a repeat of previous violence, such as the 1968 massacre by communist forces at Hue.
84
 
At a refugee processing camp in Fort Indian Town Gap, Pennsylvania, one Vietnamese high 
school English teacher spoke of her worries to researcher Gail Paradise Kelly: 
I would not leave the country and my mother if they [U.S. and allies] did not tell me the 
dirty little stories about the communists. They said that they are going to give each girl a 
huge sack containing a sick or handicapped communist soldier to take care of him, and to 
marry him, or if the men soldiers ‘need,’ the single girls have to give. The children born 
will belong to the government. I rather die than doing these things.
85
 
Rumors circulated that even the multiracial children of U.S. serviceman and Vietnamese women 
would not be spared in the impending bloodbath. President Ford passed a controversial “Baby 
Lift” to spirit the youngsters out of Vietnam. The United States sought to evacuate the 
Vietnamese who had helped the U.S. fight the communists or worked for U.S. businesses, as 
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well as the wives and relatives of Americans. Collectively, this group became known as the “first 
wave” of refugees from Indochina.  
During this tumultuous summer of 1975, Governor Robert Ray of Iowa received 
important letters from Arthur Crisfield of USAID, President Gerald Ford, and the former Vice 
President of the Tai Federation Quy Baccam. Though the humanitarian impulse to assist the Tai 
Dam cannot be denied, other factors need explained to understand why a Midwestern governor 
agreed to help the Tai Dam relocate to Iowa. Ray wanted to support his friend, to gain control 
over a federally-dominated refugee program, and to showcase his fiscal conservative ideals. 
Additionally, the important role of the Tai Dam, especially Wing Cam, and their cultural 
background cannot be overlooked when understanding how they arrived in Iowa as a group; the 
process in which the Tai Dam ended up in Iowa best illustrates how a governor and refugees 
influenced Indochinese refugee resettlement policy in the U.S. 
Humanitarian 
 Humanitarianism has been offered as the sole reason why Ray brought the Tai Dam to 
Iowa, but the story proves far more complex. The script goes something like this; after the fall of 
Saigon, Ray received a letter from Arthur Crisfield. Crisfield, who had worked extensively with 
the Tai Dam as a language instructor in Laos, outlined the plight of his friends in a touching 
letter. Moved by the humanitarian concern to keep a people and a culture together, the Governor 
traveled to Washington D.C. to obtain the blessings of President Gerald Ford and the State 
Department to allow the Tai Dam to resettle in Iowa as a cluster. Ray created the Task Force for 
Indochinese Refugee Resettlement, and the first several hundred Tai Dam arrived in Iowa in 
November of 1975.
 86
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There is truth to this humanitarian argument. While visiting his sister in France, Crisfield 
learned that the Tai Dam had become refugees in Thailand. Crisfield traveled to Thailand and 
immediately began to contact the English language newspapers to publicize the Tai Dam’s 
plight.
87
 Ultimately, he wrote to thirty different U.S. governors in an attempt to resettle the group 
in the U.S.; only Ray took the time to answer their plea for help. In this succinct yet powerful 
letter, Crisfield described how communism had doggedly pursued the Tai Dam from the Tai 
Federation to Hanoi (1952), from Hanoi to Laos (1954), and from Laos to Thailand (1975). 
Crisfield sent his letter on the behalf of the Tai Dam languishing on the grounds of a Buddhist 
religious complex which served as their refugee camp in Nong Khai Thailand:  
For the fourth time in twenty years, they left everything behind including homes and 
gardens and most of their possessions to seek refuge in a free country…Twenty years of 
fighting the communists has left its toll of dead fathers, uncles, brothers, and sons. 
Though the Tai Dam have suffered and lost everything several times over, they have not 
given up the hope of finding peace and freedom somewhere in the world…On their 
behalf, I am appealing to your good offices to make their plea known to the people of the 
state of Iowa that they seek in their hearts the charity to answer this plea and sponsor a 
place for the Tai Dam in their communities and their businesses.
88
 
 
Crisfield stated that the Tai Dam had working professionals amongst the two hundred-fifty 
families residing at the camp; they had already put their talents to good use by aiding 
anticommunist objectives as soldiers in the French and Royal Lao militaries. They would 
contribute to Iowa’s society if given the opportunity. 
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Figure 4. Tai Dam Refugee Timeline 
 
 
1952 
• Tai Dam allies of French airlifted to 
Hanoi. 
1954 
• After fall of Dien Bien Phu, Tai Dam 
relocate to Xiang Khoang, Laos. 
1955 
• Tai Dam have left Xiang Khoang for 
Vientiane, Laos. 
 
May 
1975 
• Tai Dam flee Laos for Nong Khai, 
Thailand. 
 
November 
1975 
• The first Tai Dam arrive in Iowa. 
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Additionally, Crisfield notified the Governor that the preservation of a culture was at 
stake. On the whole, the Black Tai had aided the communists in Vietnam, but the victors of Dien 
Bien Phu still sought to transform the backwards Tai Dam into “socialist men.”89 In order to 
uplift them, the communists desired to strip the Tai Dam of their traditional practices. Karl Marx 
once called religion the opiate of the masses. Unsurprisingly, the communist authorities looked 
upon Tai Dam religion with disdain. Authorities cracked down on the traditional funerary 
practices that had allegedly venerated nobles over the masses. New laws required the dead to be 
buried within two days, which conflicted with traditional Tai Dam three-day burial practices. In 
the past, mourners sometimes decorated and raised large poles (Co Heo) to mark the burial spots 
of the elite, but the communists demanded the Tai Dam use simple tombstones. Sacrifices of 
large animals at ritual events like funerals had been labeled as wasteful. Communists spoke out 
against superstitious ceremonies for rainmaking, fortunetelling, and healing. Throughout the 
1960s and 1970s, communist officials burned Tai texts as did some Black Tai who feared 
possessing them under the new government. In this environment, the numbers of Tai Dam 
capable of performing the San Song ceremony to guide the spirits of the deceased to the Village 
in the Sky dwindled. Government policy promoted the migration of ethnic Kinh into the 
traditional Tai lands of the northwest. There, the Vietnamese were to teach the Tai to become 
good socialist men and women.
90
 Through their exile, the Tai Dam at Nong Khai had escaped the 
clutches of communism and represented a bastion of traditional Tai Dam culture. 
To keep a people together and preserve their culture, Ray had to bend U.S. refugee 
policy. The Tai Dam had the anticommunist credentials to come to the United States. Since the 
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Second World War, America had warmly received refugees fleeing from communist regimes, 
but had largely ignored people being persecuted at the hands of those who supported U.S. 
foreign policy objectives. Unfortunately for the Tai Dam, they had fled Laos in May, but the 
Royal Lao Government did not fall to the Pathet Lao communists until December of 1975. 
Therefore, the Indochinese Migration and Assistance Act of 1975 only made provisions to 
support refugees from communist-controlled Vietnam and Cambodia. Ray also faced another 
barrier to bringing the Tai Dam to Iowa. By 1975, the State Department and Congress desired to 
disperse refugees across the United States to prevent locales from being overwhelmed by one 
ethnic group. The director of the Interagency Task Force on Indochina Refugees stated that, 
“Every effort will be made to ensure that resettlement, to the extent possible, will not be 
concentrated in a few enclaves and will not result in economic or social service hardship.” 91 The 
growing tensions between natives and Cuban newcomers in Dade County, Florida, guided their 
decision against the cluster resettlement that Ray sought for the Tai Dam. 
That summer, Governor Ray traveled to Washington D.C. to discuss the dispersal policy 
with Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and President Gerald Ford: “I thought there was a good 
reason for the exception and so I worked with the State Department and the White House. And I 
remember making the trip to talk to Henry Kissinger and then to Jerry Ford. And in the final 
analysis they agreed and they made the exception; and so we were able to invite the Tai Dam to 
come to Iowa.” 92 Ray persuaded federal officials to overlook their dispersal policy. Since the 
Governor had agreed to take on this group, the State Department found a loophole that allowed 
the Tai Dam to obtain refugee status by taking on the classification of their ethnic rivals. A U.S. 
official learned that a former South Vietnamese Defense Minister also served as a Captain in the 
                                                          
91
 Julia Taft quoted in Jeremy Hein, States and International Migrants: the Incorporation of Indochinese Refugees in 
the United States and France (Boulder: West View Press, 1993), pg. 71-73. See HR 1975a for dispersal policy. 
92
 Ray in A Promise Called Iowa, dir. Iowa Public Television, (PBS; 2007 DVD). 
40 
 
 
Tai Federation; in a great irony, the Tai Dam came to Iowa as Vietnamese refugees.
93
 The state 
of Iowa, under the leadership of Robert Ray, contracted with the State Department in September 
of 1975 and began to resettle the Tai Dam. It was the beginning of an odd partnership that would 
last thirty-five years. 
Friends in High Places 
President Ford and the State Department allowed Ray to bend the rules in his 
implementation of a state refugee resettlement program because they desperately needed the 
support of anyone interested in alleviating the humanitarian nightmare following America’s 
longest war. In the weeks prior to the fall of Saigon, the State Department had refused to 
formulate a detailed exit strategy for their Vietnamese allies; they feared these plans would be 
leaked to the public, which might have caused a panic and led to a quicker collapse of South 
Vietnam. Only on April 22 did the Senate Judiciary Committee approve President Ford’s 
recommendation for 150,000 refugees to be resettled in the United States.
94
 Three days later, the 
United States government began to set up four processing camps for Vietnamese refugees: Camp 
Pendleton in California, Eglin Air Force Base in Florida, Fort Chaffee in Arkansas, and Fort 
Indian Town Gap in Pennsylvania. The camps soon swelled with tens of thousands of refugees. 
As July approached, only 41,000 out of the 130,258 evacuees had been resettled.
95
 
On July 14, 1975, Ray received a letter from his friend President Gerald Ford. The 
President informed Ray that a federal Interagency Task Force on Refugees had been established 
to aid bringing Indochinese to the United States. In addition to the voluntary agencies who 
traditionally relocated refugees, the President appealed to state and local governments to 
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expedite the process for the tens of thousands waiting in the four military camps. He outlined 
how states could contract with the State Department to resettle refugees. As an incentive for state 
and local governments to bring in refugees, Ford notified Ray that the federal government would 
compensate states for the costs of resettlement. In addition to paying for Medicaid, cash 
assistance, and other social services, the federal government planned to pay resettlement 
agencies $500 per refugee resettled.
96
 Very few governors offered to help. Ray was one of them. 
In comparison to Richard Nixon, Ray developed a much closer relationship with Ford. 
The two men shared Midwestern roots, moderate Republican ideals, and a love of sports. Ray 
once said of Ford, “He’s the kind of guy you can trust your wallet with.”97 As state chairman of 
the Republican Party of Iowa in the 1960s, Ray had driven Ford around the state for speeches 
and meetings. Ray declined the President’s offer of a position as Secretary of the Interior in 
1975, and one year later, Ford strongly considered Ray as a Vice Presidential running mate.
98
 
Ray viewed Ford as receptive to the problems facing governors, “Jerry Ford…would sit down 
with me, almost like a brother, and try and help.”99 So when the President asked for assistance 
after the fall of Vietnam, the Governor wanted to support his friend and fellow Republican.  
As Ford’s letter arrived in 1975, Ray found himself on solid enough political ground to 
help his friend with the Indochinese crisis, but it had not been an easy climb to that political 
stability. While campaigning for his first bid as governor in 1968, Ray narrowly escaped death in 
a plane crash before his long tenure in the capitol building ever began. He explained his 
harrowing experience to author Jon Bowermaster: 
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We hit so hard the fuselage right behind where I was sitting completely broke off, and 
then we slid in a mud field about a half mile. The wings came off, the gas tanks came off. 
Talk about God wanting something to happen, we didn’t hit any buildings, we didn’t hit 
any fences, we didn’t catch fire. I was knocked unconscious. The next thing I remember 
was waking up in the hospital.
100
 
 
Ray recorded messages for the public while hospitalized, and his devoted wife Billie played 
them to eager audiences of Iowans. A powerful photograph of Ray leaving the hospital on 
crutches with his wife by his side caught the eyes of many potential voters. Bolstered by this 
publicity and a great campaign theme song “Step to the Rear” by Marilyn Maye, Ray won 
election to his first of five consecutive terms as governor. Had he not escaped that plane crash, 
the Tai Dam would not be in Iowa today. 
 
Figure 5. Robert and Billie Ray Leaving the Hospital after the 1968 Plane Crash 
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By his own admission, Ray did not feel comfortable with all of the nuances of being 
governor until his third term in office.
101
 At the height of the Vietnam War, Ray’s first two years 
as governor proved the hardest. Student protests had erupted on campuses across the state. On 
April 30, 1970, a water fight and failed panty raid led to a standoff between University of Iowa 
students and the police. Days later, University President William Boyd decided to cancel the 89
th
 
annual Governor’s Day ROTC Awards, fearing a repeat of the Kent State violence that had 
occurred just days prior. As the campus unrest continued, Ray ordered protestors to be removed 
from the grounds of the Old Capitol Building, and a National Guard helicopter hovered over a 
crowd of annoyed protestors. Though the semester did not end until May 26
th
, President Boyd 
offered students the option of taking a pass/fail or their current letter grade earned in their 
courses as of May 3 to entice rowdy students to leave campus.
102
 
Later that same year, Ray also had to deal with the Woodstock of the Midwest. In the 
summer of 1970, the sleepy northeast Iowa town of Wadena swelled with over 40,000 concert 
goers. Scheduled headliners included the Chambers Brothers, Joan Baez, Little Richard, and 
Mason Profit. Anxious state officials feared the drugs, sex, and violence associated with such 
concerts. The concert had been intended to take place in Galena, Illinois, but local officials 
cancelled the event, and planners moved the concert west to a farm in Wadena. Fearing the 
backlash another cancellation might bring, Ray decided to let the concert take place. On July 31, 
he appeared on stage and told the rockers to have a good but law-abiding time. Though a drug 
stand operated out of a U-Haul truck and “some of the elderly women in town locked their 
husbands up” to keep their eyes off of the thousands of skinny dippers in the Volga River, the 
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concert took place peacefully.
103
 Still, Ray faced criticism from conservative Iowans for his 
onstage appearance and permitting the show to go on.  
In those turbulent days, it is no surprise that with the exception of Ray, all Republican 
governors in the Midwest lost their bids for reelection in 1970. Throughout the tumultuous 
Vietnam War and Watergate era, Ray in the executive office remained a constant. By the time 
Ford reached out to the nation’s governors, Ray had already served as the state’s executive chief 
for nearly eight years and had just begun his fourth term in office. As governor in 1975, his 
approval rating stood at an astounding eighty-one percent as compared to the national average of 
forty-nine.
104
 Whereas other governors may have been preoccupied with political survival, Ray 
found himself in a comfortable enough political position to risk bringing in refugees associated 
with America’s most controversial war. The war had been lost by the United States, and Ray 
wanted Iowa to do its part to help out his friend. A few days after receiving Ford’s letter, Ray 
formed the Governor’s Task Force for Indochinese Refugee Resettlement in July of 1975. 
However, humanitarian concerns and friendship are not fully satisfactory explanations for this 
decision. 
Quest for Control 
 Governors enjoy being in control, yet they wielded next to no influence over U.S. refugee 
policy. Part of the reason why Ray formed a state resettlement agency was his desire to gain 
control over a federally-dominated process. Without input from governors, the federal 
government made the initial decision on which refugees to bring to the United States and how 
many. Afterwards, voluntary agencies went about the task of divvying up these refugees and 
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resettling them. However, refugees do not resettle in the federal government, but in the states and 
local communities overseen by the nation’s governors.105 
 Refugees are a type of immigrant and are therefore linked to the history of immigration. 
From her colonial days into the nineteenth-century, early America had an open door immigration 
policy epitomized by Emma Lazarus’ famous poem on the Statue of Liberty: 
Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, 
I lift my lamp beside the golden door! 
 
However, there have always been factions interested in guarding the golden door of the nation.
106
 
Nineteenth-century nativists attached the stigma of cheap labor, political radicalism, and racial 
inferiority onto newcomers.  
U.S. immigration law matured in the nineteenth-century alongside these nativist calls for 
restriction. On the West Coast, economic competition and racist hostility towards the Chinese 
emerged. In 1870s California, white workers expressed their fears through a folk song: 
O workingmen dear, and did you hear 
The news that’s goin’ around? 
Another China steamer 
Has been landed here in town. 
Today I read the papers, 
And grieved my heart full sore 
To see upon the title page, 
O, just “Twelve Hundred More!” 
 
O, California’s coming down, 
As you can plainly see. 
They are hiring all the Chinamen 
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And discharging you and me; 
But strife will be in every town 
Throughout the Pacific shore, 
And the cry of old and young shall be, 
“O, damn, “Twelve Hundred More.” 107 
 
Two months before congressmen passed the nation’s first general immigration law, they passed 
the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. In his Harper’s Weekly cartoon “E Pluburis Unum, Except 
the Chinese,” Thomas Nast satirized this discriminatory legislation that banned Chinese 
immigration and naturalization. This ethos of restriction dominated immigration law for decades 
to come. From the 1920s into World War II, U.S. immigration law operated under a racist quota 
system that privileged Western Europeans with more admissions; the law allotted seventy 
percent of all immigrant slots to just the United Kingdom, Germany, and Ireland.
108
 While 
enduring a Great Depression and a World War, the preoccupied Greatest Generation had little 
interest in admitting foreigners. Yet World War II had witnessed the United States vanquish the 
virulently racist Nazi regime, and it catapulted the nation into a position of world leadership. 
Sensitive to this new burden, U.S. immigration law began to loosen for the foreign policy 
objectives of a nation that had emerged from the ashes of World War II as a dominant power. 
After the catastrophic conflict, world leaders faced the daunting task of finding new homes for 
millions of refugees. One group presented a unique challenge. Hundreds of thousands of 
Holocaust survivors had no place to go; many refused to venture back to the lands they had been 
cast out of. Fearing the return of Jews to Poland, civilians and police launched a pogrom that 
killed forty-two Holocaust survivors in Kielce on July 4, 1946. In this uncertain environment, 
over 250,000 Jews remained under U.N. protection in Displaced Persons camps throughout 
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Europe from 1945 to 1952. With the objective of finding homes for the Sh'erit ha-Pletah 
“surviving remnant” of the Holocaust, Congress passed the Displaced Persons Act of 1948. This 
Act became the nation’s first refugee-specific legislation after the War. By 1952, over 80,000 
Jews had come to the United States under the Displaced Persons Act.
109
 
In the midst of a global Cold War, Congress passed the Immigration and Naturalization 
Act of 1965. This legislation eliminated national origins as a determining factor in admissions. 
Henceforth, potential newcomers were placed into one of seven preferences based on their 
family ties to an American citizen and possession of scarce job skills. Though linked to the 
history of immigration, what differentiates a refugee from an immigrant is their potential for 
persecution. The 1965 Act’s seventh preference narrowly defined a “refugee” as a person who: 
Because of persecution or fear of persecution on account of race, religion, or political 
opinion fled communism…from any Communist or Communist-dominated country or 
area, or…from any country within the general area of the Middle East…and is unable or 
unwilling to return to such country or area on account of race, religion, or political 
opinion,…or are uprooted by catastrophic natural calamities…who unable to return to 
usual place of abode.
110
  
 
Under this law, the United States consistently favored those being persecuted by communist 
governments until the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
 Throughout most of the Cold War era, refugees fleeing communism arrived in the United 
States under chaotic ad hoc legislation and the controversial parole power of the executive 
branch. Parole came about as an answer to the Hungarian Uprising of 1956. Reform-minded 
Imre Nagy had taken power and sought to remove Hungary from the Soviet orbit. The United 
States engaged in psychological warfare by encouraging the uprising through CIA-sponsored 
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Radio Free Europe broadcasts.
111
 Ultimately, the Soviets crushed the revolt, and despite 
American promises on the radio waves, the U.S failed to come to the rescue of the Hungarians. 
In the aftermath, American policymakers tried to bring these “freedom fighters” to the United 
States. The nearly 200,000 Hungarians who poured into Austria and Yugoslavia could not be 
accommodated with the existing refugee policy. The executive branch found a solution in an 
obscure immigration law that allowed the attorney general to permit entry “temporarily under 
such conditions as he may prescribe for emergent reasons or for reasons deemed strictly in the 
public interest.”112 Under this provision, President Eisenhower paroled 40,000 Hungarian 
refugees. Parole gave the upper hand to the president in refugee policy. With the counsel of the 
secretary of state, a president asked the attorney general to parole refugees, and this took power 
out of Congress’ hands. Parole forced Congressmen to pass legislation to aid and address the 
citizenship status of refugees the executive branch had paroled to the United States.
113
 
 Throughout nearly all of Robert Ray’s tenure as governor, presidents continued to lean on 
this parole process to compensate for the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965’s meagre cap 
of 17,400 refugees eligible for admission under the 7
th
 preference.
114
 After the Hungarian 
Uprising, the United States found itself reacting to refugee crises in Cuba and Indochina with 
parole and ad hoc legislation. The first wave of 133,000 Indochinese refugees from the Vietnam 
War came to the U.S. via parole.
115
 The president, secretary of state, and Congress rarely had 
time to thoroughly discuss these emergency measures, so imagine the angst of Ray and fellow 
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governors who wielded no control over who was admitted, and who placed these refugees in 
their backyards. 
 Voluntary agencies developed in the twentieth century as a solution to bring refugees to 
the United States. Since the Immigration Act of 1882, American law had long forbid the 
admission of those likely to become public charges. However, persecution and warfare often 
stripped refugees of any wealth they may have accumulated. To come to America, refugees 
needed a sponsor with the financial resources to get the newcomers on their feet. Therefore, the 
weight of sponsorship fell heavily on one individual’s shoulders, which made procuring a 
sponsor difficult. VOLAGS eased this financial responsibility by distributing this burden 
amongst a group of people. Some VOLAGS served religious denominations, such as United 
States Catholic Conference, Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Services, and Hebrew Immigrant 
Aid Society. Other VOLAGS, such as International Rescue Committee and Tolstoy Foundation, 
were not religiously affiliated.
116
 The VOLAG system allowed entire churches or synagogues to 
share the burden of sponsorship. Obtaining sponsors and resettling refugees quickly were some 
of the best attributes of the voluntary agencies’ work, a critical attribute in the days of the chaotic 
parole of refugees.
117
 VOLAGS contracted with the State Department and obtained access to 
federal funds for resettling refugees. 
 Ray appreciated the humanitarian work of these VOLAGS, but he disliked his lack of 
control over them in the resettlement process. Representatives from all of the VOLAGS met in 
New York City and divided up the refugees for resettlement. Ideally, they based their decisions 
on the religious or previous family ties a refugee had to a VOLAG. Ray and governors 
throughout the nation lacked knowledge on the numbers of refugees to be brought into their 
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states. Likewise, VOLAGS had little accountability in the eyes of the governor. If a public 
official operated inefficiently, Ray might reprimand or fire the public official, or the public might 
vote this person out of office. However, a Catholic bishop might do a horrible job of bringing in 
hundreds of refugees, but this person had no culpability. Indochinese children unable to speak 
English could pour into a school district, but governors and public school staffers had little to no 
warning. Most irksome to Ray was how the VOLAGS signed refugees up for welfare almost 
upon their arrival. 
 A major reason for Ray’s establishment of his own resettlement agency lay in his desire 
to infuse it with his fiscal conservative ideals. Though considered a moderate on most social 
issues of his day, Ray had always toed the most conservative of lines when it came to economics. 
Born in Des Moines in 1928, maybe this was the result of Ray’s coming of age during the Great 
Depression or being the only son of a budget conscious accountant. In fact, fiscal conservative 
ideals had been the primary motivating factor for Ray to get involved in politics in the first place. 
Said Ray, “Always remember, a Democrat is a guy who does not know all of the answers, but is 
sure if he raises enough of your taxes, he can find them.”118 From the start, he imparted his 
political philosophy onto the resettlement of refugees in Iowa. At his 1979 testimony before the 
House of Representatives on the history of Iowa’s refugee program, Ray expressed his 
displeasure with how VOLAGS signed refugees up for welfare: “We don’t like that approach. 
We think it is far better to start right away from the very beginning with a job and with a sponsor 
who understands the problems, and with an employer who also understands the problems and 
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will work with the refugee. And we can control that through our own state agency, where we 
don’t really have the control through a voluntary agency.”119 
Ray established his resettlement agency to promote a “work climate” over a “welfare 
climate.” Traditionally, refugee resettlement fell under the jurisdiction of states’ existing social 
services: the distributors of welfare. In contrast, Ray placed the Iowa resettlement initiative 
under the authority of Job Service. For leadership, he turned to Colleen Shearer, who had led Job 
Service of Iowa to the number one placement rate in the country. She agreed to become the 
Director of the Task Force on July 17, 1975. Keeping refugees away from “the pernicious 
temptation of something for nothing” by putting them to work became their crusade.120 Bringing 
the Tai Dam to the Hawkeye state would be a social experiment of sorts, and Ray wanted to 
wrest control of the lab from the hands of federal officials and voluntary agencies. 
Refugees as more than stats 
 Though a few folks are knowledgeable about Governor Ray’s part, hardly anyone outside 
the Tai Dam community understands the crucial roles refugees such as Wing Cam played in 
bringing their people to the United States. Before they tried to win over the governor of Iowa to 
their cause, they needed aid from governors in Laos and in Thailand. The Tai Dam culture and 
history also explain why they came to Iowa as a large group. 
 Immediately after the fall of Dien Bien Phu, the Tai Dam refugees in Hanoi planned to 
relocate to South Vietnam, and many soldiers took their families South. However, influential Tai 
Dam leaders such as Truc Van Lo, San Van Lou, Sinh Van Hoang, and Duc Rasavanh discussed 
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the alternative of going to Laos instead.
121
 They anticipated an easier transition to Laos because 
of cultural and linguistic similarities with the Lao.
122
 Representatives Binh Baccam and Trong 
Van Cam traveled to Xiang Khoang Province to persuade Governor Sai Kham to allow the Black 
Tai asylum.
123
 
Governor Sai Kham permitted the Tai Dam entry into Laos because he shared with them 
an allegiance to the French and a hatred of the Vietnamese. Sai Kham descended from a royal 
family who once ruled the Phuan Kingdom located at Xiang Khoang, but regional conflict had 
devastated Phuan by the nineteenth-century. In the 1820s, Sai Kham’s great grandfather Prince 
Noi found himself in the middle of a clash between the Kingdoms of Vientiane and Siam. During 
the conflict, Prince Anou, the defeated ruler of Vientiane, took refuge in Xiang Khoang as the 
Siamese pursued him. Fearing the might of the invading army, Prince Noi turned Anou over to 
the Siamese who ultimately tortured and executed him. Sai Kham bore the weight of the treason 
his relative had committed. Over a century later in Vientiane, the saying “false like a Phuan” 
circulated. The Lao nobility of Luang Prabang accorded minimal respect to the weak royal 
family of Phuan, so Sai Kham turned to the French who seemed more likely to recognize his 
family’s status.124 Sai Kham and the Tai Dam seeking refuge shared the same ally in the French, 
but perhaps more importantly, the two shared a common enemy: the Vietnamese. 
Resembling a young Hannibal being taught to hate Rome, Sai Kham grew up listening to 
his father tell stories about their ancestors’ mistreatment at the hands of the despised Vietnamese. 
Noi and Anou had been vassals to Minh Mang: the Emperor of Annam. For turning Anou over to 
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the Siamese enemy, the Emperor called Noi to Annam to explain his betrayal. Before arriving in 
Hue, soldiers captured Noi and took him to the Emperor in a cage. Prince Noi and his family 
remained there as political prisoners where they suffered greatly.
 125
 Guards buried Sai Kham’s 
grandfather up to the head in sand, and ultimately, the emperor of Annam executed his great 
grandfather Prince Noi in 1831. In his autobiography, Sai Kham quotes his father’s account of 
those dark days for the family: 
When my father, Prince Kham, and his brothers returned from Annam after twenty years 
absence, they spoke Phuan with an Annamite accent. They never rid themselves of this 
mark of oppression, and they never forgot the crime committed by the emperor of Annam 
who in order to clear himself, had put to death Prince Noi after discrediting him. So be 
wary of Annamites and do not give credence to the lies of Vientiane people who stupidly 
and regularly hawk the lies forged by the Annamites.”126 
 
As he came of age, Sai Kham continued to hate the Vietnamese. While studying as a college 
student in Hanoi in 1934, he refused to associate with the Vietnamese and gravitated towards the 
French. In 1947, the Viet Minh killed his brother, an officer in the French military. When his 102 
year old father passed away just two years before the Tai Dam sought asylum, Sai Kham fulfilled 
his father’s longtime wish to be laid to rest at Kang Na Dau, the site where Prince San had 
massacred all of the Vietnamese residing in Xiang Khoang in a 1830s revolt.
 127
 
Unsurprisingly, Sai Kham fiercely opposed Vietnamese expansion into Xiang Khoang 
during his governorship. In Sai Kham, the Tai Dam found a person sympathetic to their suffering 
at the hands of the Vietnamese communists; this helped the Tai Dam find sanctuary in Xiang 
Khoang in the mid-1950s, but they only remained there for about a year and a half because it was 
on the frontline of the growing military conflict in Laos. This military unrest coupled with a lack 
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of access to good land resulted in the Tai Dam’s migration to the relative safety of Vientiane. 
They rebuilt their lives in the capitol, but the communist menace eventually surfaced once more. 
 
 
Figure 6. Nga Baccam in Laos. Traditionally, married Tai Dam women wore their hair up in a 
bun, and single women wore their hair down. 
Leaving Laos 
 The Prime Minister Souvanna Phouma had long tried to play a neutralist role between the 
communists and their Vietnamese allies and the rightists and their American allies, but the 
escalating conflict resulted in the erosion of the neutralists’ position. By May of 1975, the Tai 
Dam felt as if the Pathet Lao had gained the upper hand. Tanks appeared in the streets without 
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government permission. On May 9, 1975, communist demonstrators marched through the streets 
of Vientiane. Communists denounced leading political and military officials and brought them 
before people’s court to admit their alleged crimes against the Lao people.128 For the Tai Dam 
leadership, this demonstration and the flight of an anticommunist general from Vientiane created 
a growing sense of unease. Apparently, Phouma had lost a grip on the situation.
129
 Twenty years 
after their first exodus out of the Tai Federation, the Black Tai prepared to flee the specter of 
communism once more. 
 With great foresight, Wing Cam had overseen the establishment of the Black Tai village 
of Nong Pen by 1962. Kong Le, a paratrooper in the Royal Lao military, launched a coup in 
1960. This political unrest in Vientiane led Wing Cam to think to himself, “If it happened again, 
some kind of disaster, where should the Tai Dam go? What should the Tai Dam do? The idea of 
building a Tai Dam village closer to the Mekong formed…” As the National Director of Rural 
Public Works, Wing witnessed the corruption of Lao government officials firsthand, but he never 
considered himself to be corrupt. However, he decided to engage in corruption to enhance the 
safety of his people in Laos. Wing recalled, “I took sheet metal from American stock to build the 
village of Nong Pen…without any authorization without any orders. The Lao were corrupt 
already, so how could they denounce my corruption: my corruption for my people?”130 
Located about twelve miles southeast of Vientiane and just over a mile away from the 
Mekong River border between Laos and Thailand, Nong Pen had been created as a convenient 
escape route. Over time, Nong Pen’s Black Tai villagers developed friendly trade relations with 
the inhabitants of Nong Khai, Thailand. Frightened by the political unrest in the capitol, Wing 
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Cam left Vientiane for Nong Pen on May 9, 1975. From there, Wing Cam, San Van Lou, and 
T’aoz M’eui met Thai officials to discuss how the Tai Dam might legally find sanctuary in 
Thailand. A sympathetic frontier police major had been knowledgeable of the circumstances 
behind the group’s flight from northwest Vietnam. The policeman agreed to allow the Tai Dam 
to pass into Thailand, and he offered several Tai Dam families a temporary place in his home. 
After these fruitful negotiations, Wing Cam and the other Tai Dam raced back to Vientiane to 
communicate the escape route to others on May 10th. At the urging of their leaders, the Black 
Tai fled across the Mekong River during the commotion of Laos’ National Day celebrations on 
Sunday, May 11, 1975.
131
 
Houng Baccam and the other Tai Dam interviewed fondly remembered life in Laos until 
the communists menace grew in strength. Abruptly leaving what had become their second home 
was not easy. The Tai Dam had earned key positions in the Royal Lao military, private 
enterprise, and their children obtained schooling, “They considered us as Lao people…No 
discrimination …We were happy and we considered it as our own country, and then the 
communists came in 1975. And we were afraid. The communists were doing the same business 
as they do in our country. Kill the officers and the rich people and so on. We fled again to Nong 
Khai Thailand.”132 As a young teenager, Mike Rasavanh initially protested his father Duc 
Rasavanh’s decision to leave Vientiane and join up with Wing Cam at Nong Pen: 
In May I came home from school. He gathered all of us family and kids and he said to us 
we are going to go up to the countryside and go now. We cannot take anything with us. It 
kind of gave me some red flags. I said what is going on…why can’t I change my school 
cloths to play clothes…I did not want to get my uniform dirty for the next day. My dad 
said no you go right now just leave everything…and I said no. What happened? At 
fourteen you want to know. My dad just quietly told me the situation in Laos is not good. 
The communists are going to come and get us. My dad said, ‘If I do not leave now they 
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are going to kill me. I won’t end up on that list.’ And so I didn’t say anything; I just 
followed him. We got into his jeep, and we drove to the countryside.
133
 
 
After arriving in Nong Pen, Duc Rasavanh began to help orchestrate the escape into Thailand. 
Houng Baccam, then a thirty-four year old billing clerk at Shell Oil and owner of a four 
bedroom brick house in Vientiane, remembered the Lao calling their Tai Dam cousins “crazy” 
for planning to turn their backs on comfortable lives in Laos. Even if the Pathet Lao took over 
the nation, most Lao anticipated an easy peace. Many supporters of the Royal Lao Government 
voluntarily turned themselves in after the nation fell to the communists in December of 1975. 
Houng recounted, “They did not understand communism. We had the experience” dealing with 
communism in northwest Vietnam.
134
 Sadly, time proved the Tai Dam leadership correct in their 
decision to flee. Tens of thousands of Lao believed they were to go away to a seminar for weeks. 
Weeks turned to months and months turned into years. Undernourished and overworked, many 
never came back; even the deposed King Sissavang Vatthana died under mysterious 
circumstances while at seminar. This harsh treatment has hindered the healing processes in Laos 
to this very day. Some Tai Dam in Iowa carry the scars of seminar too.
135
 
As time wore on, escape from Laos grew in difficulty, as explained by Dara Rasavanh. 
Dara’s brother had made the crossing in 1975. The bold young man aided people crossing the 
Mekong River, but one day, the communists captured him, “My mom would not leave the 
country without him. They took him to northern Laos…and we never heard from him. And 
finally in 1978, someone came and told my parents that he died. So my dad decided to come [to 
Iowa]. In 1979 when we came, we believed that he had died.”136 When Dara took the same path 
as her future husband Mike, the journey across the Mekong River had exponentially grown in 
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danger. As a twelve year old girl, she vividly remembered the experience: “Our family was shot 
at, but we made it. There were people that I believe died. But we were in the middle of the river 
already…They had guards all along the river border and people died every day. That is why the 
Mekong River was called the River of Blood. There were lots of people who died there.” 137 The 
Tai Dam who fled into Thailand in May of 1975 faced an easier journey across the Mekong, but 
this first wave out of Laos faced the difficult challenge of finding legal sanctuary and building a 
refugee camp in Thailand. 
As the first Tai Dam began to cross into Thailand, Wing Cam, Dr. Thu Van Cam, and 
Duc Rasavanh met with Governor Kamphol Klinsukhol of Nong Khai to plead for asylum on 
Sunday May 11, 1975. Throughout their negotiations with the police major and the Governor of 
Nong Khai, Wing Cam tried to gain sympathy for the Tai Dam by focusing on their pan-Thai and 
historic connections. The Governor blamed French colonialism for the separation of the Black 
Tai from their Thai relatives. By the nineteenth-century, the rulers of Siam/Thailand had sought 
to unite all Tai peoples under their rule, but the French had always been there to block that 
objective.
138
 By the mid nineteenth-century, hooligans from southern China had swept into Tai 
Dam country and plundered their way across the region. Known as Black, Yellow or Red Flags 
based off of the standards they carried into battle, these bandits sought plunder and control over 
the opium trade. During the 1880s, Siam attempted to gain influence over the Twelve Tai 
Principalities by quelling the widespread banditry in the region.
139
 In 1882, Thailand’s King 
Rama V had provided Wing Cam’s great grandfather-in-law refuge from these bandits. Wing 
asked for the same. Swayed by Wing Cam’s shrewd diplomacy, the sympathetic Governor 
allowed the Tai Dam safe haven in Thailand because he “attached especial consideration of the 
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miserable situation of people of the same national origin, separated since the arrival of 
French.”140 The Governor set aside a Buddhist temple called Wat Phranou for the group who 
became refugees once again. 
Life in the Refugee Camp 
 Dinh VanLo, a young man at the time, poignantly recalled those miserable days at Nong 
Khai: “All I remember in the camp was death as a neighbor, hunger as a friend, and hopelessness 
as a future…it was like being in a sinking ship, and you got to go down.”141 This makeshift 
refugee camp served the Buddhist community as a graveyard. For a people who believed in the 
power of returning spirits, this mortuary environment mortified them. The Red Cross, 
Foundation of Saint Paul and Saint Vincent, World Vision, and social services of Thailand had 
supported the Tai Dam at Nong Khai until the U.N. began assistance. During those first chaotic 
days, the Tai Dam packed into Buddhist temples or slept outdoors until more stable tent-like 
shelter had been completed. The Thai Royal Princess Galyani Vadhana visited to boost their 
spirits, but it was a difficult transition for the many elites at the camp such as Houng Baccam, 
“We were used to living in brick houses, driving cars, and living good lives in Laos. Then when 
you come there you are living in a shelter with a [tiny] place like this…The Thai government did 
not let you out of camp.”142 
At Nong Khai, females focused on providing some semblance of home and food for their 
families in the camp. In an attempt to gain privacy, women hung curtains between their section 
of the shelter and other families. To cook meals, women used makeshift wood burning stoves at 
the base of each tent. As an eleven-year-old girl, the experience of becoming a refugee forced 
Somphong Baccam to grow up fast. Being the eldest child, her parents charged her with getting 
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her siblings to a bomb shelter in case of an emergency during the family’s last months in Laos. 
She took on adult roles at Nong Khai as well. The Tai Dam needed to hustle to supplement their 
small rations. While men hunted and children scrounged for resources, Som helped her mother 
Em Quang earn an income at the local Thai market. Every morning at 5 AM, they paid a 
bicyclist to peddle them into town. Mrs. Quang bought foodstuffs from local farmers at 
wholesale prices, and then she hustled to make money at the local flea market until well into the 
afternoon. Som reflected on her mother’s hard work at the camp: 
She would have a little basket with plastic [mat] and cutting board and a knife. Every day 
that is what she took with her… and she would display on a plastic mat, because she did 
not even have a table, out in front of the sidewalk and she would put meat or vegetables, 
whatever she got real cheap, and sell it and make her money that way. That is how we 
survived being in Thailand for five months.
143
 
 
While her mother sold items, Som earned a small income by doing dishes for a local soup 
vendor. Although she took on adult roles, the young girl still feared being kidnapped while at 
Nong Khai. Some locals had attempted to abduct two Tai Dam boys. Had their abductors 
succeeded, these children would have been destined for the sex trade.
144
 
 While the women focused on food, the men concentrated on the political situation. The 
Tai Dam males established governorship roles over the camp in the form of committees on 
security, sanitation, food distribution, education, and foreign relations. The men also had fears as 
retold by Houng Baccam, “In our camp, we were afraid the communists would come in and 
sabotage. So we have to make an around the clock watching. We assigned each family to come 
such an hour to be around.”145 The Tai Dam oral histories conflict as to whether or not the Thai 
government offered them permanent asylum. However, all agreed that the fear of communism 
and a strong desire to stay together as a group motivated them to seek resettlement abroad. This 
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fear was communicated in a letter former Vice President Quy Baccam sent to nations of the free 
world in his quest to obtain asylum for the Tai Dam: “We fought against the communists in 
Vietnam and Laos. We remain their eternal enemies whom they have sworn to exterminate. 
Under the communist regime the acts of people’s courts remain valid for three generations. If we 
remain in Laos, we will be dispersed, imprisoned, condemned or tortured to death…”146  
Dinh VanLo emphasized the Tai Dam’s philosophy of staying together: “When we left 
Vietnam, we told each other never leave without your family. Always go in a group. We kept 
saying that.”147 The Tai Dam did not want to live in Thailand with a communist neighbor, and 
they feared Thailand itself might fall to communism. As a result, the Black Tai leadership 
worked diligently to leave Nong Khai as a group. On their behalf, Arthur Crisfield wrote letters 
to thirty governors seeking assistance, and he sent an English version of Quy’s moving letter to 
the nations of Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States in July of 1975. 
Additionally, Wing Cam raised funds to send two Tai Dam doctors to France to lobby for 
asylum.
148
 
 As the leader of the Tai Dam at Nong Khai, Wing Cam played a pivotal role in 
campaigning for resettlement abroad. He traveled to Bangkok and knocked at the doors of the 
United Nations and the U.S. and French embassies. American officials told him that only 
Vietnamese refugees were being accepted at that time as Laos had yet to fall to communism. In a 
meeting with the First Secretary of the U.S. Embassy, Wing Cam argued that the Tai Dam must 
be included as Vietnamese refugees since they originally hailed from Vietnam.
149
 Soon 
                                                          
146
 Quy Baccam letter from Nong Khai July 7, 1975 Ray Papers, Resettlement Box 5 Folder Governor’s Task Force.  
147
 Dinh VanLo, interviewed by Matthew Walsh, 10 April 2014. 
148
 Phuong Baccam, interviewed by Matthew Walsh, 23 February 2014. 
149
 Wing Cam “Thaidam Freedom Festival 2000”. 
62 
 
 
thereafter, Robert Ray met with President Ford and Kissinger to obtain an exemption to bring the 
Tai Dam to Iowa. The American Embassy designated the Tai Dam as refugees that September. 
 The Tai Dam actively mobilized their resources and then weighed their options for 
relocating abroad. Early on, the potential resettlement on an Oregon farmer’s land presented 
itself, but this opportunity never materialized.
150
 Then, the opportunity to go to Iowa arose. The 
well-connected Tai Dam who had served both the French and the United States in Southeast Asia 
had the option of going to either nation. Som Baccam’s parents argued over where to relocate. 
Her father wanted to wait for an opportunity to resettle in France since he had served with the 
French military. However, Em Quang had grown tired of traveling to the market and hustling for 
food. She dug in, and her husband agreed to go to Iowa.
151
 Mike Rasavanh also remembered the 
circumstances behind his father’s decision to resettle in the United States over France: 
One day, he called us up my two brothers my two sisters… and my dad asked all of us 
where do we want to go. Of course in Laos you study French so all of us wanted to go to 
France except my older sister…So four of us said we want to go to France and my sister 
said no I want to go to America, and my dad said ok we will go to America. I was 
disappointed because I was studying French and looking forward to going to France after 
high school…I asked him why you choose one vote to four; it is supposed to be majority 
rules right? My dad said this, I could never forget, ‘France is going to be socialist very 
soon, and I do not like that. If I go to die, I want to die in a free country. And the only 
country that I know is going to be free is America. That is the only country in the world 
that will offer us freedom. I am tired of running away.’152 
 
Hundreds of Tai Dam who had connections to the French war effort went to France, and an 
automobile company sponsored some to work.
 153
 However, most of the Tai Dam then at Nong 
Khai came to Iowa as part of the 1,200 Ray had agreed to resettle in his first two year contract 
with the State Department. 
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Family separation resulted as an unintended consequence of their resettlement from 
Thailand. Living in two free countries, at least the Iowa Tai Dam had the ability to contact loved 
ones in France, which eased the pain of separation. Sadly, the Iowa Tai Dam were unable to 
communicate with loved ones in communist-controlled Vietnam and Laos. Some of their 
relatives who had gone to South Vietnam did not fare as well. Soldiers like Bao Lo Cam and 
Rang Baccam spent years in reeducation camps. The Tai Dam also lost communication with 
friends and family who had not been sent to reeducation camps. Not until the late 1980s did a 
few Black Tai from Iowa begin to visit loved ones in Vietnam.
154
 This separation made them 
appreciate all the more how the Iowa opportunity prevented further breakup of families who 
came to the United States. 
Conclusion 
 Histories of refugee policy have focused on the national level actions of presidents, 
congressmen, state department officials, and private organizations, but the Iowa anomaly 
demonstrates the important roles a governor and refugees played in bending federal refugee 
policy. The President and State Department faced a humanitarian disaster after the U.S. military 
defeat in Indochina; they needed the assistance of anyone who would help. This crisis situation 
allowed a governor from Iowa some latitude to operate. The Indochinese Migration and 
Assistance Act of 1975 had only made provisions for Vietnamese and Cambodians to find haven 
in the United States, and official refugee policy forbade the resettlement of a large population of 
the same ethnic group in one location. However, the Tai Dam still came to Iowa because of the 
generosity of a governor a world away. Historian Carl Bon Tempo has argued for the importance 
of obtaining religious and ethnic communities’ vote as a reason for politicians to advocate for 
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admitting refugees.
155
 The humanitarian element in Ray’s decision can be gleaned from the fact 
that no Tai Dam vote existed in Iowa. Governors are busy folks. Ray could have easily discarded 
that letter from Arthur Crisfield and let the federal government and VOLAGS deal with the 
crisis. Instead, spurred on by humanitarian considerations, his friendship with President Ford, 
and a desire to gain control over of a phenomenon outside the usual purview of a governor, he 
took the time to establish his own state refugee resettlement agency to bring the Tai Dam to 
Iowa. For this, the Tai Dam are eternally grateful. 
Nevertheless, the Tai Dam must not forget how their desire to stay together as a group 
motivated leaders like Wing Cam to campaign tirelessly with Thai and American officials. The 
Black Tai had stuck together after leaving Vietnam for Laos in 1954. For over twenty years, they 
lived in their own villages under their own local administration. A rallying cry had been to never 
leave family behind. Over the course of two decades, their shared experience as refugees had 
only strengthened their bond. It made sense that they sought to leave Thailand as a community. 
Had the Black Tai not come from anticommunist stock, they would have never set foot in Iowa. 
However, their falling on the right side of the United States’ calculated kindness fails to fully 
explain how the Tai Dam ended up in the American Midwest; it is equally important to 
acknowledge the refugees’ role in prompting the state of Iowa to get involved in the refugee 
resettlement business. They orchestrated their escape, and they diligently campaigned for 
resettlement abroad. In the case of the Tai Dam, refugees must be recognized as more than just 
pawns and statistics in refugee policy histories. When one looks at the U.S. admissions numbers 
for 1975, only three hundred non-ethnic Lao refugees are listed as coming from Laos, but six 
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hundred and thirty-three Tai Dam left Laos for Iowa under the Vietnamese quota.
156
 The Tai 
Dam’s important role in creating this inaccurate statistic demonstrates how misleading it is to 
view them as just a number. 
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CHAPTER 4.  GROWING PAINS OF THE IOWA REFUGEE SERVICE 
CENTER 
The Governor’s Task Force, which later became the Iowa Refugee Service Center, made 
many mistakes before it matured into a successful resettlement agency. Initially, the Task Force 
found itself at odds with other voluntary agencies charged with resettling Southeast Asian 
refugees, particularly the United States Catholic Conference. Part of the problem arose because 
the Governor’s work first philosophy disparaged the practices of the other VOLAGS. This very 
philosophy led to an unflattering review of the state’s program by the federal Department of 
Health, Employment, and Welfare. Additionally, the state did a poor job of understanding the 
ethnic rivalry between the Tai Dam and the Vietnamese during the early years of the project. 
Over time, the Iowa Refugee Service Center cooperated and coordinated well with the other 
VOLAGS. The state’s work with the Tai Dam became a unique model of success referenced by 
others involved with resettlement, especially as the numbers of refugees joining welfare rolls 
increased throughout late 1970s America. 
Governor’s Task Force 
 After Ray designated Colleen Shearer as the head of his Task Force for Indochinese 
Refugee Resettlement, she put together a small team that brought the first group of Tai Dam to 
Iowa. Before finding a position as an employer relations specialist, Jack Spear had served as a 
clerk typist in the Army between the Korean and Vietnam Wars. The native of Perry, Iowa, 
remembered his less than formal appointment to the Task Force: “Now how I got onto the 
program I am not quite sure. My boss called me in one afternoon, and he said you are going to 
California tomorrow with Colleen Shearer, and you are going to help her with a refugee 
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project.”157 The next day, Shearer, her secretary Jill Qualm, and Spear traveled to San Clemente, 
California. After spending the night in the “Western White House,” the small crew traveled to 
Camp Pendleton to meet with some refugee resettlement officials.  
Spear remembered the layout at Pendleton as “a series of these deep gullies…but in 
almost every one of these areas there were tent cities of different ethnics. They did not 
intermingle the different ethnic groups” who had been rivals in Southeast Asia.158 He saw 
soldiers off in a distance practicing maneuvers, and he watched a Catholic mass for Vietnamese 
refugees. Somphong Baccam, a young teen refugee at the time, recalled the camouflage tent 
cities too. Workers in one tent served out meals at designated times, another tent housed 
recreational activities such as ping pong, and a woman taught English out of another. However, 
Somphong best remembered her time at Pendleton because she began to watch Donnie and 
Marie on her favorite T.V. show The Osmonds.
159
 
 At Pendleton, Shearer, Qualm, and Spear spent a few days learning the basics of 
resettlement. Before this project, Spear had never heard of the Tai Dam, “We just didn’t have 
any real idea what we were getting into.”160 For early assistance, the Task Force had been in 
communication with Department of Emergency Services officials from Washington State. 
Before Governor Ray had taken on the duty of bringing the Tai Dam to Iowa, Governor Daniel 
Evans had resettled five hundred refugees by the early summer of 1975. Using the Washington 
program as a guide, Ray initially decided to bring in a similar number of Tai Dam. Shearer 
linked up with these Washington state officials to discuss policy while at Camp Pendleton.
161
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From the Washington experience, Iowa learned the importance of lining up sponsors before 
refugees arrived in-state and the important role of the media in promoting resettlement.
162
 
After Shearer, Spear, and Qualm returned to Iowa from Camp Pendleton, the Task Force 
added three more members in Richard Freeman, Tomas Munoz, and Somsak Saythongphet. 
Freeman finished his studies at Drake University and soon took a position at Job Service. With 
his student deferment gone, Freeman’s draft number got called soon after he graduated: “Some 
people thought we should not have been in Vietnam. I probably was as much on that perspective 
as anybody, but at the same time, if your country calls you, you are supposed to serve. So I 
did.”163 As an Army combat interrogator, his experience working with Vietnamese allies made 
him a strong supporter of refugee resettlement: 
I knew from my own experience over there that there were a great number of 
Vietnamese, like the Tai Dam, who had become refugees through no choice of their own 
and had been very supportive of America’s attempts to establish democracy in their 
country…and when we just walked away from Vietnam, the country decided enough was 
enough, we just did not want to send any more of our young men and women over there. 
I really felt like some of those people were abandoned, and we morally and ethically 
should give them our support…I had a very strong feeling about that.164 
 
When his service in the Vietnam War ended, Freeman returned to his position at Job Service and 
soon joined the Task Force. 
 In addition to Freeman, Tomas Munoz and Somsak Saythongphet became members of 
the Task Force by August of 1975. After graduating from Drake University with a journalism 
degree, an acquaintance introduced Munoz to Colleen Shearer. At this meeting, Munoz accepted 
Shearer’s offer to join the team as a recruiter of sponsors for the Tai Dam. Munoz, a Mexican 
American, tried to “pass” while growing up in Valley Junction, Iowa: “I don’t have an accent, 
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and I didn’t want to have an accent because I wanted to be like everyone else: white.”165 Later 
encounters with racism shattered his illusion of being white. By the time he joined the Task 
Force, Munoz had been involved in the Chicano movement and was an advocate for civil rights. 
Helping refugees establish new lives in Iowa fit his personal interests. Shearer assigned Munoz 
the job of procuring sponsors for the Tai Dam.
166
  
 In September of 1975, the Task Force faced the challenge of finding people to help out 
refugees from America’s most controversial war. Many Iowans did not make a distinction 
between the Vietnamese communist enemies and the incoming Tai Dam. As explained by Jack 
Spear, “There were some people that were grumbling about refugees, not a lot, but the Vietnam 
War was a real divisive issue and some people would make some snide comment that I was 
working with the refugees.” Some of the opponents wrongly “felt that everybody that was an 
Asian was an enemy. Actually, these people were friends. They had supported the American war 
effort.”167  
Just a few months prior to the Tai Dam’s arrival, an August 1975 poll of six-hundred 
Iowans showed that 51 percent of Iowans opposed bringing more Vietnam War refugees to the 
United States. However, 59 percent of Iowans responded that they would welcome refugees 
living in Iowa. Young adults residing in urban areas were most likely to support resettlement.  
Iowans in favor of bringing in more refugees cited humanitarian principles and the need to help 
out former allies as the most important foundations for their opinion. For some, the need to help 
out American allies went hand in hand with a sense of war guilt. This war guilt surfaced in the 
response of Reverend Delbert Terry of United Methodist Church in Mediapolis, Iowa, “We made 
a mistake, what can we do to make some kind of redress? As a symbol, perhaps, we should be 
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able to extend ourselves for them. We extended ourselves in destructive fashion for so many 
years.”168 Appealing to humanitarian principles and the guilty consciences of Iowans assisted 
Task Force members in procuring sponsors to aid the Tai Dam.
169
 The state targeted religious, 
civic, and business groups to lend a hand. Munoz distributed many notices, but at first, he 
received few replies. For his next round of flyers, he notified potential sponsors that they would 
receive funding to offset the expenses of resettling refugees. This information led to greater 
response.
170
 
 To the great advantage of Iowa’s resettlement program, Margaret McDonald, then a co-
chair of the Iowa Republican Party, notified state officials about the presence of a well-educated 
and English-speaking ethnic Lao in Iowa. Somsak Saythongphet attended Sac City High School 
as a foreign exchange student before graduating with a biology degree from Iowa State 
University. After earning a master’s degree in education, Somsak returned to Laos as an 
educator. He worked for USAID before returning to Iowa as a refugee. Saythongphet became an 
indispensable member of the Task Force. Shearer described him as, “The perfect cultural bridge; 
we have many who can interpret the language, but only one who can interpret the cultures in 
both directions”171 
  For the second time, Shearer and other members of the Task Force traveled to California 
in October of 1975. The Task Force greeted the first 300 Tai Dam who had arrived at Camp 
Pendleton carrying all of their possessions in cardboard boxes and garbage bags. In addition to 
Saythongphet, Faluang Baccam, an agronomist with English-language skills, served as an 
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interpreter.
172
  Shearer described how the Task Force rose to overcome immense challenges 
while working at Pendleton: 
The Task Force came to a point of such close and intense communication with one 
another that we functioned almost as different appendages of the same animal. The 
evenings spent in a motel room shuffling sponsor folders and refugee interview papers 
from lap to lap, grouping sponsor folders by geographic location all over the bed, 
comparing refugee biographical data to identify closest relatives---all toward the goal of 
making the best possible combinations, were evenings we will never forget. We shared 
all we could recall from phone conversations with sponsors, what we sensed about the 
nature of sponsorship, and our individual remembrances from the refugee interviews---
we talked ourselves hoarse and shuffled and reshuffled papers---only to repeat the same 
process the next evening because after calling the sponsors the next day there were some 
inevitable changes. Each day the numbers of matches to be made became fewer and 
fewer but they became more difficult because the flexibility lessened as the two groups 
(sponsors and refugees) became smaller.
173
 
 
Dick Freeman remembered how the Tai Dam’s arrival in California put a great jolt of energy into 
the team because it put human faces to the job to be done, “I hardly knew what a refugee was 
when I got asked to participate in this. It was a good educational experience for individuals that 
were on the team at that time…It was a good eye-opener as to exactly who they were… what the 
size of their families were, and what their hopes and aspirations were.”174 
After this twelve day crunch, the Task Force traveled by car to meet another group of Tai 
Dam at Fort Chaffee, Arkansas. Wing Cam, political leader of the Tai Dam, traveled with the 
team to help greet the other 320 Tai Dam in early November. In appreciation for helping them 
flee communist persecution, the group at Fort Chaffee held a traditional celebration to honor the 
Iowans. Shearer and Jill Qualm crafted makeshift Tai Dam costumes by covering their blue jeans 
in black cloth, and Tai Dam females ornamented paper pates to serve as fans for a traditional 
dance. At Fort Chafee, the Task Force repeated the process followed at Camp Pendleton. They 
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learned the camp’s standard operating procedure, interviewed refugees, and matched them with 
sponsors. 
 
Figure 7. Colleen Shearer Director of the Iowa Refugee Service Center 
Jack Spear traveled to Camp Pendleton, but he could not stay for the duration of the trip. 
After about one week, he returned to his home in Iowa to attend to his young children, one of 
whom was sick. Shearer had directed Spear to man the phones in her personal office in Iowa. 
Though his friends took jabs at him for his being privileged to use the boss’ office, Spear had the 
unenviable task of telling Iowa do gooders that they had signed up to do more good than they 
had anticipated, “Most people who volunteered were thinking in terms of the nuclear family: 
mom, dad, and a couple of kids. Ha, these groups who would come---there were twelve, thirteen, 
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fourteen members of a family we were attempting to resettle!”175 Sponsors fresh off of the phone 
with the Task Force in California and Arkansas who had learned the true size of the family to be 
sponsored called Spear to vent. “I would have to take their call and talk them down…we did not 
have any wiggle room at all for sponsors thinking ‘oh well I cannot deal with a group of that 
size’ because the last sponsor had been procured in the final days before the team left for 
California.
176
 The Task Force returned to Iowa on November 16, 1975. The following day, three 
planeloads brought the first group of 300 Tai Dam to Des Moines, IA. 
The Tai Dam traveled via bus from the Des Moines International Airport to Camp Dodge 
in Johnston, Iowa. Refugees first met with their Iowa sponsors at this National Guard military 
post. The Tai Dam and their sponsors had been assigned numbers, and those with matching 
numbers were paired up with one another. Tomas Munoz disliked the use of Camp Dodge. 
Though no Black Tai ever mentioned it to him, Munoz sensed the police and military presence 
created uneasiness amongst the refugees, “They were not very fond of the police to begin with 
because the police were sometimes worse than the crooks” in Southeast Asia.177 Shearer 
preferred to resettle large planeloads of refugees through Camp Dodge because the raw emotion 
of hundreds of refugees and Iowans meeting for the first time produced great publicity for the 
resettlement program and had the potential to yield future sponsors. Additionally, Shearer 
wanted both Tai Dam and Iowans to realize they were not alone in the obstacles to be faced in 
the coming days. 
Theory into Practice 
 The state of Iowa’s resettlement program ran on the foundation of keeping refugees off of 
welfare. With this goal in mind, Ray appointed Shearer, the head of Job Service, to oversee the 
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refugee program; operating the Governor’s resettlement project out of the traditional social 
services that dispensed welfare seemed improper. The Task Force’s early focus on the Tai Dam 
eased the logistics of the state’s resettlement project. Ray reasoned it would be easier to place 
one ethnic group into the work force. According to the Governor, “We decided that as long as we 
were taking x number, why take a few from Vietnam, a few from Cambodia, why a few from 
Laos. Why not take them from a specific area. That way they’d be compatible. That’s how we 
got mostly Tai Dam.”178 Just days after their arrival, the Task Force put the Tai Dam to work. 
They wanted zero refugees on welfare by the time federal funding for the refugee program 
ended. The Task Force, like the other VOLAGS contracted with the State Department, received 
$500 per refugee resettled in 1975. Initially, the Task Force released $200 per refugee to 
sponsors; this $200 was to be used for basic necessities such as food, clothing, and shelter. The 
state held the other $300 in a reserve fund to be used in emergency situations. In case of 
unforeseen problems, Task Force members inquired whether or not potential sponsors had safety 
networks, usually in the form of churches.
179
 The sponsor and their safety networks formed the 
first line of defense in keeping the newcomers off of public assistance. Sometimes, the Task 
Force removed Tai Dam from welfare and used emergency funds to provide short-term aid.
180
 
Keeping refugees off welfare and good sponsorship went hand in hand. The federal 
government and Iowa described sponsorship as a moral commitment. Sponsors were to assist the 
state in finding employment for the Tai Dam. The Task Force wanted Iowans to teach the Tai 
Dam that real Americans did not use welfare. Staying off cash assistance represented a form of 
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assimilation to Iowa culture and work values. Tai Dam who lacked English skills found 
employment in factories that required little to no English language ability. Employers 
demonstrated job duties in front of refugees who then went to work. The Task Force reasoned 
that refugees could best learn the English language on the job. For assistance, the state had a Tai 
Dam language hotline. Jack Spear remembered one refugee calling the hotline from Keokuk, 
Iowa. This man worked as a fish gutter, and he called to say he was quitting due to exhaustion. 
When the Task Force called his employer, they learned that his boss had been trying to tell the 
man to slow down his frenetic work-pace.
181
 The Task Force paired those without English 
language skills with Tai Dam who did. So long as one Tai Dam spoke English, this person could 
serve as an interpreter for fellow Tai Dam coworkers. The Task Force approved of the Tai Dam 
enrolling in English language classes only if they did not conflict with their full-time work 
schedule. 
Shearer also reasoned that employment positively influenced refugees’ mental health. 
First, she wanted all heads of household employed. Next, the state linked up secondary wage 
earners with job openings. For females and the elderly, Shearer hoped to create cottage industries 
for ethnic handcrafts. Getting driver’s license materials translated became a high priority so the 
Tai Dam had transportation to jobs.
182
 With hard work, the Tai Dam would gain self-worth and 
the respect of Iowans. She reasoned, “Busy hands make happy people.”183  
By the end of 1975, the state had resettled seventy-seven families for a grand total of 633 
Tai Dam. In less than six months, the Task Force found employment for every designated head 
of household, and seventy secondary wage earners supplemented family income. The state 
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placed the Tai Dam into a myriad of occupational fields: auto mechanics, sewing, clerical, 
cleaning, restaurant, farmhand, carpentry, construction, domestics, and many more. Though Iowa 
used a cluster resettlement of the Tai Dam as opposed to the federal government’s dispersal 
policy, the Tai Dam were scattered across the state of Iowa. The group lived in thirty-six of the 
state’s 99 counties.184 The Task Force located in Des Moines, Iowa, used Job Service offices to 
reach Tai Dam throughout the entire state. When sponsors learned a refugee intended to sign up 
for welfare, they were to discourage them and notify the Task Force. 
Similarly, social service employees had been told to alert the Task Force when any Tai 
Dam registered for aid. Shearer received a computer printout with the names of each refugee on 
cash assistance and then attacked each case accordingly. One printout showed the names of 
refugees drawing assistance. Next to each name, Shearer wrote whether or not the circumstances 
justified the family’s use of welfare. Next to the names of three family members Shearer noted to 
Governor Ray’s aide Dennis Nagel: “These are the three I told you about. They needed no 
welfare; several have jobs; they live in two of Colacino’s very nice apartments; head of one of 
families has a new car.” The linkage between finding a refugee work and the evaluation of a 
sponsor is evident in these notes, “This sponsor was just trying to get all the dollars he could get 
for his refugee family. They could have made it without welfare. Sponsor should have known 
better,” appeared next to one refugee’s name. Other notes revealed how the removal of one 
sponsor led to the desired effect of the removal of the refugee family from the cash assistance 
printout. One Tai Dam had a solid job at John Deere in Waterloo, Iowa, fall through because of 
calcium deposits on his lungs. Later, he found employment at Gerald Sulky Company. Shearer 
had mixed feelings on this Tai Dam’s sponsor who had been “more apathetic and less creative” 
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in keeping his charge employed.
 185
 All refugees receiving assistance needed to be registered to 
work with Job Service and to accept any job offered. One refugee man focusing on education 
instead of employment told a Wall Street Journal writer, “They chew me out every day for being 
on that list.”186 
On this printout, one finds the name of Un Van Quang of Story City, Iowa. In her notes, 
Shearer designated him as being in need of financial aid because he had a broken leg.
187
 Though 
nearly all the Tai Dam in the United States had resettled in Iowa because of their own 
campaigning and the generosity of Governor Ray, they lived in counties throughout the entire 
state of Iowa. In November of 1975, the Quangs represented the lone Tai Dam family in the 
small and predominantly white community. The absence of fellow Tai Dam caused Un Van 
Quang to grow lonely while in Story City. He desperately wanted to communicate with a Tai 
Dam friend in Ames, but he could not speak English to the phone operator. While his wife and 
children attended church one Sunday, this loneliness drove Un Van Quang in February of 1976 
to get on a bicycle and pedal all the way to Ames, Iowa. Once in town, he linked up with his 
friend and enjoyed good company for the day. Late into the evening, Un still had not returned 
from his trip, causing his wife and children to worry. His family learned from their sponsor that 
Quang had been hit by a drunk driver while on his return ride home. He broke his leg, hip, and 
spent days in intensive care. Un had never wanted to come to the U.S. This accident only 
compounded his frustrations trying to adapt to a new culture, and it caused the family great 
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hardship.
188
 The state of Iowa had tried to use cluster resettlement to combat the kind of 
loneliness that compelled Un to bicycle all the way to Ames in the middle of winter. 
 In addition to using Job Service offices, the Task Force sent refugee workers throughout 
the state of Iowa. Initially, the workers interviewed heads of households, but they interviewed 
more family members in future visits. Tomas Munoz fondly remembered making these trips with 
fellow team member Somsak Saythongphet: 
Somsak and I were traveling around the state, we would be behind [schedule] in some 
cases…as soon as we walked in I could smell food, the aroma ahhhh, and we had just ate 
and my god they had everything on the floor, like a blanket in the living room. They were 
cooking there. Immediately we had to sit down and immediately they gave us the dish 
and immediately I’d say oh my god I can’t eat anymore. I’d take a taste of that and hey 
give me some more. It was tremendous. They treated me like a king.
189
 
 
The goal of these visits was to keep the lines of communication open and “put out brushfires” 
before they became big problems, says Munoz. 
Critics of the anomaly 
 In April of 1976, the U.S. Department of Health Employment and Welfare reviewed the 
resettlement programs in Iowa, and their final report offered strong criticism of the state’s 
overzealous work-first philosophy. For this review, H.E.W. officials interviewed sixteen 
Vietnamese and nine Tai Dam families for a total of 191 refugees. H.E.W. correctly identified a 
rift between the state of Iowa and the other VOLAGS. The Governor and his Task Force arrived 
as the new kid on the block, and they boasted that they would resettle refugees more efficiently 
than anyone else. No Tai Dam would be on welfare. Other VOLAGS resented these boasts. 
H.E.W. acknowledged that the 8.5 percent of Tai Dam receiving cash assistance was far lower 
than the overall state average of 24 percent. However, H.E.W.’s findings suggested the state had 
attained this efficiency through draconian tactics, “Some refugees have been told that they would 
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have no respect in their new home if they accepted cash assistance; some needy refugees have 
not applied for assistance out of fear of angering their sponsor.”190 According to H.E.W., the 
Task Force’s obsession with keeping refugees off of welfare caused some Tai Dam to “suffer 
unnecessary deprivation.”191 In March of 1976, H.E.W. noted one hundred and thirty cases of 
refugees refusing assistance for which they had been eligible. The report implied this refusal 
came out of pressure from the Task Force.
192
 
Governor Ray and Shearer disputed the legitimacy of this report. In a scathing response, 
Shearer demanded to know by name which refugees had not been enrolled for “badly needed” 
financial support. She wanted to know who, where, and when did any representatives from the 
Governor’s Office claim that zero refugees would go onto cash assistance? She challenged 
H.E.W.’s finding that the Task Force blocked the enrollment of Tai Dam onto cash assistance 
and food stamps.
193
 In some respects, the Iowa anomaly represented a threat to H.E.W. It was an 
alternative model that called into question H.E.W.’s oversight of the U.S. refugee resettlement 
process. Though this potential bias must be noted, H.E.W.’s findings seem to corroborate how 
the state dealt with other Iowans eligible for welfare during the Vietnam War era. 
 This strong dislike of welfare must be seen as being more of an Iowa ethos than a narrow 
attribute of the Iowa resettlement program and the fiscally conservative governor who launched 
it. Prideful Iowans identified themselves as belonging to a state with a strong work-ethic. This 
hard work went hand in hand with Iowa being one of the leading agricultural producers in the 
world. When Premier Nikita Khrushchev wanted to improve agricultural production in the Soviet 
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Union, he traveled to Roswell Garst’s farm in Coon Rapids, Iowa. During this 1959 visit, 
Khrushchev observed cutting-edge agricultural technology. Iowans have always been proud of 
their agricultural prowess and ability to feed others. So imagine the shock a Des Moines Register 
headline caused readers in October of 1976, just a few months after the HEW report on refugees 
had been finished. The state of Iowa had received the dubious distinction of being on a “failure 
to feed” list as reported by the American Friend’s Service Committee, a Quaker organization. In 
1976, about 100,000 Iowans received food stamps, but 78 percent of eligible Iowans had not 
been enrolled in the federal program overseen by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. One social 
worker in every county needed to devote at least 10 percent of their job duties to enrolling the 
300,000 plus needy individuals who had not been registered. Vernon Woodard, the coordinator 
of Iowa’s food stamp program, acknowledged the state had not been diligent enough in 
registering Iowans. Part of the problem lay in overcoming the stigma attached to being poor and 
the state’s strong-work ethic. Woodard and company had sent two hundred letters to churches 
seeking volunteers to help register the poor for food stamps. However, only three individuals 
responded.
194
 In tough times, people were to make do in Iowa. Several years later, Iowans would 
question Ray’s decision to bring in more refugees when rural poverty continued to exist at home. 
 The work-first philosophy and very existence of the state’s resettlement project alienated 
the other six VOLAGS operating in Iowa. The biggest rift occurred between the two most active 
resettlement agencies: state of Iowa and the United Sates Catholic Conference. Just over a year 
after the fall of Saigon, about 2,500 Indochinese had resettled in Iowa. The Catholic Church had 
brought in 701 mostly Vietnamese refugees and the Task Force had resettled 633 Tai Dam.
195
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The work-first philosophy annoyed USCC representatives who thought the Task Force exploited 
refugees for political gain. In contrast, the Catholic Church had been more willing to sign 
refugees up for welfare. The Governor’s Task Force also meant competition. If a Catholic family 
wished to sponsor Tai Dam for the state of Iowa, this meant one less sponsor for the USCC. Turf 
wars for sponsors could result. 
Hints of this early division between the Task Force and the USCC appeared in the HEW 
report. In its early history, the Task Force ran a resettlement program separate from the other 
VOLAGS. Part of the problem lay in the state’s original decision to focus their efforts on 
bringing just the Tai Dam to Iowa, and unintentional problems arose as a result of that decision. 
When the Vietnamese sought assistance from the Task Force, the state seemed unwilling to 
provide financial assistance.  The Task Force offered a twenty-four hour information/help hotline 
in the Tai Dam language, but no such service existed for Vietnamese. However, Vietnamese 
seeking financial help represented the biggest source of tension. The Task Force received State 
Department funds to bring in the Tai Dam at $500 per refugee. This prevented the state from 
providing assistance to the Vietnamese whose own VOLAG had received $500 on their behalf. 
The state argued that the original resettlement agency had the financial obligation to look after 
their own refugees, but the Vietnamese interviewed by HEW viewed the state turning them away 
as favoritism towards the Tai Dam, “The close follow-up provided to the Tai Dam is perceived 
by many Vietnamese refugees and sponsors as a lack of state concern for the 2,000 Vietnamese 
residents of Iowa.”196 Additionally, the state of Iowa had hired three Tai Dam to work for the 
Task Force, but the Vietnamese lacked any representation, which upset some Vietnamese living 
in Iowa.
197
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Correspondence between Janet Baker of Boone, Iowa, and Dennis Nagel, Administrative 
Assistant to Governor Ray, reveal the state’s narrow focus on the Tai Dam. Baker wrote to 
Governor Ray seeking help for some Vietnamese being mistreated by their sponsors. Too proud 
to beg, these Vietnamese went hungry. Nagel responded, “While the State of Iowa has been 
involved with the Tai Dam, we have not had an active role in the resettlement of the other 
refugees in Iowa. Instead, all other refugees have been sponsored by voluntary agencies such as 
church and community groups. The primary responsibility for assisting the refugees rests with 
these sponsors.”198 Early on, an “us versus them” mentality began to form between the state and 
its Tai Dam charges and the Catholic Church and their Vietnamese charges. In October of 1976, 
Shearer made controversial remarks that exacerbated an already tenuous relationship. 
Us versus Them 
 On 21 October 1976, the Des Moines Tribune ran a story where Shearer, the Director of 
the Governor’s Task Force, criticized Vietnamese refugees in Iowa for taking advantage of the 
American welfare system. Shearer stated some of the Vietnamese simply did not want to work. 
Speaking about the subject of welfare fraud, Shearer commented, “The Vietnamese themselves 
are wise in the ways of this.” Far from being innocent victims, Shearer personally believed 
refugees who had been survivors of some of the most corrupt governments had more than 
enough skills to defraud the American welfare system. She told the Tribune writer about the case 
of one Vietnamese man whose $16,000 of personal wealth prevented him from collecting 
welfare. The man overcame the system by putting his wealth into a trust fund for his children in 
order to collect assistance. Shearer believed that many Vietnamese who came to the United 
States immediately after the Vietnam War had been those with the most wealth to buy their way 
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out. She recalled how banking representatives showed up at the military processing centers at 
Camp Pendleton, California, and Fort Chaffee, Arkansas; these banking officials bought the gold 
refugees had brought to America. Shearer even hinted that some of the Vietnamese refugees 
owned Swiss bank accounts. As of October of 1976, she estimated that 900 out of 1900 
Vietnamese in Iowa received welfare. In contrast, the Governor’s Task Force oversaw a program 
in which hardly any Tai Dam received welfare. Finding employment for the Tai Dam had been a 
joy, but her working with the Vietnamese had been “very different---more frustrating,” stated 
Shearer.
199
 
 Immediately after Shearer made these controversial statements, Iowa’s Vietnamese 
community responded. Pastor Phan Van Hein wrote to Governor Ray and many other important 
figures challenging the notion that the Vietnamese who came to the United States were affluent 
gold hoarders, “Mrs. Shearer has undervalued the search for freedom of the Vietnamese 
refugees…She did not know that we had to leave behind our homes, our properties, our family 
members and our homeland because of FREEDOM. As you are aware, most of us came to the 
U.S. empty handed, this is well known by the U.S. Congress...” The Vietnamese community 
leaders also asked, “What has she done for the Vietnamese refugees” that would permit her to 
make a judgment that “working with the Vietnamese was very different---more frustrating than 
working with the Tai Dam?”200 In addition to the pastor’s letter, the Vietnamese Association of 
Iowa criticized Shearer and the state’s favoritism toward the Tai Dam. If the director of Job 
Service and the head of the Task Force did not already favor the Tai Dam in job placement, then 
at the very least her remarks “intentionally created a very bad impression of the Vietnamese 
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refugees to the American public and in particular to the actual or prospective employers…It is 
not fair to downgrade the Vietnamese refugees on purpose to publicize the Task Force’s project 
of resettlement of the Tai Dam.”201 
 The sponsors of the Vietnamese also fired back at Shearer, none more so than Father 
John Zeitler of Holy Trinity Parish in Des Moines, Iowa. Zeitler had grown close to the 
Vietnamese after overseeing the Catholic Church’s resettlement of thirty-five families. His angry 
letter to Ray marked the height of the tense relationship between the Task Force and the other 
VOLAGS operating in the state.  
Let me laud you for accepting the [Tai Dam] Laotians to Iowa. But I dismissed as 
ludicrous the earlier statements by Ms. Shearer that their resettlement was any model of 
success. The offering of a $200 bounty to the sponsors, the absence of the screening of 
the sponsors, the poverty of the programs offered combined to make the Laotian 
resettlement program in Iowa a very poor program that was saved only by the 
determination of the Laotians and the open heartedness of the Iowa citizens. It worked in 
spite of Ms. Shearer.
202
  
 
Shearer met with the Vietnamese community on November 21, 1976. Instead of an apology, the 
Vietnamese received a “lecture on the shame of being on welfare” instead. This annoyed Zeitler 
who urged Ray to shut down the state’s Task Force because the Vietnamese could not work with 
Shearer.
203
 Like Zeitler, Mary Ann Pederson had been involved in the sponsorship of 
Vietnamese, and Shearer’s comments infuriated her. In a letter, she asked Shearer, “Why do you 
continue to harass the Vietnamese?” Pederson felt guilty about the Vietnam War’s devastation 
and uprooting of these people: “It is my somewhat informed opinion that every Southeast Asian 
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still in that tortured part of the world could be put on full welfare benefits and it would be less 
expensive than fighting the obscene war in which so many were victimized.”204 
 Publicly, Ray backed Shearer throughout the criticism. After all, she had only been 
carrying out the Governor’s work-first philosophy. The Cedar Rapids Gazette quoted his 
reflection on the matter, “If the Tai Dam come in and none of them goes on welfare, it would 
seem that if the Vietnamese had been handled in the same way, fewer of them would be on 
welfare…We understand the first thing some sponsors of the Vietnamese did was to take them 
down and register them for welfare.”205 The public outrage over her comments dumbfounded 
Shearer. In a memo to Dennis Nagel, she both asked and provided her answer as to why her 
simple comment became so controversial. 
Why are so many Americans suddenly defending welfare as a way of life? Could it be 
that too many of these middle-class Americans took the easy way out when they accepted 
responsibility for a refugee family? That’s an awful lot like too many parents who have 
left the rearing of their children to the schools, the church and the government... I don’t 
know whether to laugh or to cry…206 
 
Shearer did not understand the deep and combative history between the Vietnamese and the Tai 
Dam. Her comments inverted the traditional social order of Southeast Asia, which helped fuel 
the Vietnamese outrage. 
 Scholars have addressed how the immigrant’s world can get turned upside down in their 
new environment. For example, Gail Paradise Kelly has written about language and cultural 
barriers causing Vietnamese professionals to fall into lower class jobs in the United States. The 
Director General of the South Vietnamese Ministry of the Interior became a yard worker, an Air 
Force Colonel became a newspaper delivery night watchman, a medical doctor became a 
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limousine driver, another medical doctor became a dishwasher, a bank manager became a janitor 
at a bank, a professor of literature became a furniture assembler, a three star general became a 
maître d, the ARVN chief of staff became a waiter; all of these examples represented a tragic 
loss of status for Vietnamese refugees. A 1975 Interagency Task Force survey concluded that 73 
percent of Vietnamese professionals became blue collar workers in the United States, and only 
10 percent took jobs on par with those they held in Vietnam.
207
 Similarly, gender and age 
inversions have been studied by scholars such as Sucheng Chan. For example, refugee women 
might find access to higher paying jobs than their spouses, challenging the traditional patriarchy 
of Southeast Asian families.
208
 Indochinese refugees also went from cultures praising the elderly 
to a land where youth is venerated. Though scholars have addressed inversion with regards to 
class and age, they have not addressed how the inversion of ethnic group status can occur in the 
United States. 
 In French Indochina, a hierarchy of race existed with the Vietnamese or Kinh on the top. 
Since the beginning of French colonial rule in the region in the late nineteenth-century, the 
French viewed the Kinh as being intelligent and hardworking. For this reason, colonial officials 
used Vietnamese civil servants to help govern Laos. In contrast to the ambitious Kinh, the ethnic 
Lao had the reputation of being polite and easy-going but inefficient workers in need of 
civilizing. The French believed the Tai Dam to be similar in manners as their ethnic Lao cousins. 
The French justified their presence in Laos as being necessary for protecting her independence 
from the encroachment of Thailand. In reality, the French saw Laos as a mere extension of 
Vietnam. During the first half of the twentieth-century, the French promoted immigration of 
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Vietnamese into Laos to such a point that it jeopardized Lao independence, the supposed raison 
d'etre for the French presence there.
209
 
In Vietnam, the Kinh had long looked upon the Tai Dam and the other fifty-plus 
recognized minority groups as inferiors. This sentiment continued in Iowa. William Johnson, the 
head of Des Moines Area Community College’s adult basic education program, acknowledged 
that some Vietnamese students refused to take courses with Tai Dam classmates.
210
 Phuong 
Baccam of Des Moines angrily recalled how the Vietnamese “look at us as if we are slaves.”211 
Shearer’s comments caused such a stir amongst the Vietnamese because, in part, they inverted 
the traditional social order of Southeast Asia. Imagine black American refugees being praised 
over white American refugees in a new homeland. It was bad enough Shearer criticized the 
Vietnamese community, but her praising the Tai Dam only added to their outrage. 
To this day, the Tai Dam and Vietnamese have a distant relationship in Iowa. Some Tai 
Dam have blamed Vietnamese nationalism and communism as the catalyst for their becoming 
refugees twice over. In 1948, the French attempted to use the Tai as a counterweight to 
Vietnamese national interests by establishing the semi-autonomous Tai Federation in northwest 
Vietnam. Some Iowa Tai Dam equated the Tai Federation with being an independent Tai nation. 
The fall of this imagined community resulted in the Tai Dam becoming refugees in Laos.
212
 In 
addition, the Pathet Lao seized power in Laos with the crucial aid of their Vietnamese 
communist allies. This event made the Tai Dam into refugees once more in 1975. Vinh Nguyen, 
an educator in the Des Moines public school system and member of the Vietnamese community, 
believes that the Tai Dam and other Southeast Asians continue to view the Vietnamese as being 
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aggressors because of the history of the region.
213
 In Vietnam today, the Tai Dam live in poverty. 
Their lands have been overtaken by Vietnamese migrants, and Vietnam has built large 
hydroelectric dams in Tai Dam country, further angering some of the Tai Dam in present-day 
Iowa.
214
 
Task Force matures into IRSC 
Over time, the state’s resettlement agency mended its relationship with the Vietnamese 
and other VOLAGS and became an alternative model for refugee resettlement. To quell the 
charges of Tai Dam favoritism, The Task Force hired Vietnamese representatives and assigned 
five of its fourteen members to serve on a Vietnamese team. The formation of the Vietnamese 
team signaled a shift in the state’s operations. Though the Task Force continued to resettle Tai 
Dam in the greatest numbers, it branched out to coordinate all of Iowa’s refugee resettlement 
activities. In the first two years of its existence, the Task Force resettled about 1200 Tai Dam in 
the state. After its first contract expired in September of 1977, the Governor’s Task Force 
reformed into the Iowa Refugee Service Center.  
Shearer desired a name change to protect Governor Ray. Having his name attached to an 
issue that remained controversial could cause future political problems. Also, Shearer wanted to 
signal to the Tai Dam that the state now had the responsibility of working with all refugee groups 
in Iowa.
 215 
Four divisions comprised the Iowa Refugee Service Center: employment and social 
services, education and resettlement, communications and publications, and volunteer and grants 
coordination. A total of fifteen individuals directly worked for the IRSC. Funding for Iowa’s 
resettlement program came from two main federal sources. The U.S. Department of State paid 
the center for each individual resettled. During the 1970s, this amount fluctuated from a low of 
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$350 to a high of $500. Congress allocated the other main source of funding through its 
Indochinese Refugee Assistance Program (IRAP). The IRSC obtained this funding by purchasing 
services from the Iowa Department of Social Services. In contrast to the early HEW criticisms of 
state’s narrow focus on the Tai Dam, the IRSC became a clearinghouse of information for other 
voluntary agencies and all refugees in Iowa.
216
 
To coordinate the resettlement effort, the IRSC formed the council of Iowa Joint 
Voluntary Agencies in April of 1979. Representatives from each of the VOLAGS in the state 
attended periodic meetings and kept the lines of communication open. The IJVA tried to prevent 
the duplication of services and to share strategies for resettlement. They kept one another 
informed of the numbers of Indochinese to arrive under their auspices. These rough numbers 
allowed the state to prepare for the employment of adult new arrivals, and the IJVA informed 
school districts about the number of Indochinese students that might be added to their districts.
217
 
Nowhere was the coordination of the IRSC and other service providers more apparent 
than in the creation of Iowa’s unaccompanied minors program. Unaccompanied minors arrived 
in the United States without parents or guardians, but they were not necessarily orphans because 
their parents might still be alive in Southeast Asia. To find the solution to this legal dilemma, 
Iowa’s VOLAGS consulted with one another, the Polk County Court, the Attorney General, 
federal refugee resettlement officials, and individuals from the states of Illinois, Michigan, 
Florida, and Colorado. Iowans interested in becoming foster parents of unaccompanied minors 
inquired with one of the state’s voluntary agencies and became licensed as foster parents by 
Social Services. Next, the Iowa VOLAG received a case from the American Council of 
Voluntary Agencies in New York. Then, the state of Iowa took custody of these children through 
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the Iowa Attorney General who next transferred guardianship to the Iowa Department of Social 
Services. The first unaccompanied minors arrived in Iowa on July 15, 1979.
218
 Though complex, 
this process showed the maturation of the IRSC. 
The state’s communication with other VOLAGS improved drastically, but old conflicts in 
philosophy persisted while new problems arose between the IRSC and other VOLAGS. Initially, 
the Task Force alienated VOLAGS by its very existence, competition for sponsors, work-first 
philosophy, and separate program tailored to the Tai Dam. By the late 1970s, the IRSC became a 
center that assisted all refugees seeking help. If the state had not resettled a refugee, it still 
refused to offer direct financial assistance because this violated their contract with the State 
Department. However, the IRSC referred these individuals to appropriate service providers and 
offered other services. Charlene Heggen, an IRSC staffer, informed Ray in a monthly report how 
Catholic Social Services signed up refugees for welfare immediately, and other VOLAGS passed 
off their responsibilities to the IRSC. One refugee arrived in Iowa at 10:00 PM and was signed 
up for welfare by 10:00 AM the next morning!
 219
 Instead of working independently as in the 
past, IRSC staffers resented the other VOLAGS for pushing their refugees onto the state. Wayne 
Johnson, a former Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Services worker, admittedly recalled 
passing on his charges to the IRSC sooner than he should have. The state simply had more 
resources.
220
 This passing the buck problem frustrated Charlene Heggen: 
More and more refugees are landing on our doorstop. When the USCC families find they 
have no one except the small Catholic Charities staff to turn to, they come to us for help. 
When the Lutheran sponsors find there is no none to help them, they come to us. All of 
this increases dramatically the work load of our staff. We clearly feel an obligation to 
help all refugees in the state, but it is becoming increasingly clear that the other agencies 
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rely upon us to take over a responsibility which should be their own, and if an agency 
such as ours did not exist, the welfare statistics would climb higher and higher…a 
problem we foresee for the entire resettlement effort nationally.
221
 
 
Heggen described two other examples of the IRSC helping refugees sponsored by the USCC. 
The state had to take children to the doctor to remove sutures and assisted another group of 
youngsters going barefoot and wearing coats indoors to brave an Iowa winter without heat or 
electricity. With the Governor’s strong advocacy for Indochinese refugee resettlement, when any 
refugee went on cash assistance, the public assumed they had been brought in by the state. The 
growing numbers of refugees on welfare reflected badly on the IRSC more so than the actual 
VOLAG who had sponsored them, causing frustration amongst IRSC staffers.
222
 
In June of 1979, the Governor’s Office of Volunteerism and the IRSC jointly launched 
what became the largest volunteer tutoring program for refugees in the United States. The state 
had long tried to keep refugees off welfare by placing them in jobs. Ray and company reasoned 
that working on the job exposed Indochinese refugees to American culture and values. Refugees 
also absorbed some English-language skills at the workplace. While children picked up language 
skills in the public schools, adults in the workplace, the elderly, particularly females, remained 
isolated from U.S. culture and the English language. The volunteer tutoring program offered an 
alternate route to learn English. 
Those interested in becoming volunteers contacted the Governor’s Office or the IRSC. 
Tutors ranged in age from young teenagers to the elderly. Next, a prospective tutor took a brief 
training from the Iowa Department of Public Instruction on how to teach English as a second 
language. After passing, the tutor linked up with a refugee for what was usually one on one 
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tutoring in the refugees’ homes two or three times weekly. Local area community colleges 
supplied language materials for the tutors and about two dozen volunteer tutor coordinators 
helped manage the program. In one month alone, a tutor in Osceola, Iowa, had volunteered 105 
hours of instruction to five refugees.
223
 During one session, a tutor taught a refugee family the 
word emergency. After learning the meaning of the word, the head of household stood up, cried 
out “emergency,” and directed the tutor to a bedridden child. Medical authorities were called, 
and the child received treatment for a high fever.
224
 By Ray’s last year in office in 1982, the 
volunteer tutor program had served over 2,700 refugees with over 100,000 hours of instruction, 
and 560 tutors operated out of 85 of the state’s 99 counties.225 
Calls for Reform 
By the late 1970s, the numbers of refugees receiving welfare increased dramatically. 
Shearer blamed the VOLAGS and the federal government’s policy of “front-end loading.” The 
front-end loading philosophy held that enrolling refugees in vocational and English language 
programs, supplemented by cash assistance, would reap future dividends. In line with this 
philosophy, the federal government in 1979 provided refugees a stipend if they attended ESL 
classes. Even the state’s Tai Dam went onto welfare rolls, “Once they became independent and 
moved beyond the frequent advice and help of their sponsors and IRSC they began to be 
persuaded by the system.”226 Even with the setback, the Iowa program remained an alternative 
model for bringing in refugees more efficiently. In February of 1980, the Select Commission on 
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Immigration and Refugee Policy asked Shearer to provide insights into Iowa and federal refugee 
policy. 
In her testimony, Shearer gave her opinion as to why the refugee resettlement program 
had gone awry. First, the oversight of the federal program had been placed under the jurisdiction 
of the Department of Health Employment and Welfare and later Health Human Services, the 
traditional dispensers of welfare. Upon arrival, refugees had easier access to public assistance 
because of the very structure of the federal refugee program. To Shearer’s dismay, inefficient 
VOLAGS played too much of a role in the resettlement process. After establishing numbers to be 
admitted and appropriating funds for refugees, the “federal government loses control of the entire 
program…the government hands the control and the money over to private ‘companies’ to 
accomplish the resettlement.”227 Congress provided VOLAGS large sums of money to resettle 
refugees, but the VOLAGS too readily signed them up for welfare. These private organizations 
lacked accountability. To Shearer’s horror, some of these VOLAGS did not use individual 
sponsors for their refugees. Instead, they simply designated one of their local offices as the 
sponsor. In response, the federal government had to dump more and more money into its refugee 
program; they created special programs for refugees. These special programs and the growing 
numbers of refugees caused resentment amongst disadvantaged groups such as African 
Americans and the elderly; many in the American public viewed these newcomers as a liability 
and resented the use of their tax dollars to support foreign refugees from a controversial war. 
Federal reimbursement to states was temporary. Afterwards, states had to pay for their share of 
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public assistance to refugees. As a result, state officials grew angry because they lacked control 
over the federal government’s resettlement process.228 
Shearer’s calls for reform centered on giving other governors the same type of control 
Ray exercised over the resettlement process. She wanted the Iowa model to be adopted by all 
states. Each state’s Governor’s Office could oversee the resettlement process with the 
cooperation of their respective job services. The refugee program needed to be removed from the 
jurisdiction of the Department of Health and Social Services and placed under the Department of 
Labor. This restructuring would keep more refugees off welfare. Shearer viewed assistance to 
refugees not as welfare but as a type of temporary unemployment insurance. These folks should 
be seen as workers transitioning to employment in their new nation. Shearer wanted to limit 
voluntary agencies to the role of procuring individual sponsors for refugees. These VOLAGS 
should play no further role in resettlement because they lacked accountability and placed their 
charges onto welfare too readily. Serving in this limited capacity, the State Department could 
reimburse VOLAGS only a fraction of the $500 they had been allotted per refugee resettled in 
the past. Shearer also called into question the primary factor in determining the placement of 
refugees. The VOLAGS used family reunification to determine where to send refugees. Family 
reunification and secondary migration resulted in large numbers of Indochinese in states such as 
California and Texas. These large numbers overwhelmed these states’ existing social service 
systems and often caused tensions in the affected communities. Instead of family reunification, 
Shearer believed that the job market should play an important role in determining where to place 
refugees.  
Personally, Shearer believed refugees provided an important source of cheap labor, tax 
revenues, and job creation. Refugee labor could keep jobs in the United States instead of having 
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companies relocate in search of cheap labor abroad; as wage earners, refugees became better 
consumers, which created jobs for Americans. States gaining control over the resettlement 
process and placing refugees into the workforce would have allowed the American public to 
view refugees as an asset instead of a liability.
229
 
Iowa Pride 
Though Shearer’s calls for reform went unheeded, the crisis in refugees receiving welfare 
vindicated the Iowa program. The early HEW criticisms had caused the state’s refugee program 
to reflect and reform its narrow focus on the Tai Dam and to communicate better with VOLAGS 
throughout the state. However, the IRSC held firm to Ray’s work-first philosophy. As more 
Indochinese refugees went on welfare and costs for the program rose so too did the value of 
having the Iowa program as an alternative model for resettlement. The states of Michigan, New 
Jersey, Florida, Wisconsin, Colorado, New Mexico, Idaho, North Carolina, South Dakota, and 
Vermont all contacted the IRSC for advice on resettling refugees as they flirted with the idea of 
establishing their own resettlement programs.
230
 The IRSC developed an international reputation. 
When the Federal Republic of Germany wanted insights on how to resettle refugees, they sent a 
delegation to Des Moines to consult with the IRSC in 1979.
231
 Australian resettlement officials 
spoke with IRSC staffers and created a volunteer tutor program modeled after Iowa’s.232 
The state’s resettlement program meant state pride to many who had been involved in the 
effort. For many Iowans, this pride came from having a governor take a stand to help others in 
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need during a humanitarian crisis following the wars in Indochina. For the staffers of the IRSC, 
state pride came not just in the act of bringing Indochinese refugees to Iowa, but also in the 
efficiency of resettlement. Resettlement officials in Iowa kept abreast of the program. They 
gloated when they read about others praising the IRSC’s program in national newspapers and in 
many other publications on resettlement. Iowans contrasted the strong presence their governor 
had in alleviating a humanitarian crisis with the hands off approach of most of the nation’s other 
governors.  
Part of the reason for the positive reputation of the state’s program lay in the dedicated 
staff who worked for the IRSC. These men and women faced ups and downs in their own lives 
while serving the refugee community. A lone monthly report Shearer sent to Governor Ray in 
1979 provided a glimpse into just how much these employees had to balance their personal and 
professional lives. Somsak Saythongphet lost his wife Vientha to leukemia in 1978, and his 
young fourteen-year-old daughter fell into a deep depression and required hospitalization. 
Throughout this turmoil, Somsak was still “everywhere at once…Somask has been torn in so 
many directions it’s difficult to describe. He is one of the strongest and wisest human beings I’ve 
ever met”, noted Shearer. Tom Thorup worked as an employment specialist for the IRSC. The 
6’3’’ 200 pound man lost thirty-five pounds from a stomach ulcer and worry over a child custody 
battle, but he took outpatient treatments in the early mornings so as to not cut into his work 
schedule. Doctors diagnosed Charlene Heggen with cancer in 1979, and she underwent a 
mastectomy. Throughout this surgery and rounds of chemotherapy, Heggen missed work only 
sparingly.
233
 These dedicated staffers deserve much of the credit for helping the Indochinese 
adjust to Iowa. Their interaction with refugees invigorated these Iowans through their own 
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personal hardships. They knew the importance of their work and the traumas being endured by 
their clientele. As we shall see in the next chapter, the refugees’ background also must be 
examined in order to understand how Iowa’s resettlement program took the course it did. 
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CHAPTER 5.  ETHNIC ORIGINS OF THE TAI DAM 
 
In his work Ethnic Origins, Jeremy Hein has demonstrated the importance of studying the 
homelands and cultures of Cambodian and Hmong refugees who relocated to America; “The 
hypothesis posits that migrants use memory and imagination to continuously tap into the 
histories, politics, and cultures of their homelands.”234 Hein argued that the differing 
backgrounds of each group influenced their adjustment to their new locales in the Midwest. 
Though Hein acknowledged the dynamism of culture, he argued that culture can be generalized 
and used as a tool of analysis. Hein described the Hmong as being hermetical because of their 
practicing ancestor worship and historical tendency to live in highland enclaves separated from 
ethnic majorities who have persecuted them. Because of their background, the Hmong of the 
Midwest were more likely to feel discriminated against and engaged in politics more so than the 
Khmer. In opposition to the hermetic and communal Hmong, Hein generalized the Khmer 
culture to be liminal, porous, and individualistic.
235
 Indian, Vietnamese, Thai, Buddhist and 
animist influences have left their marks on Khmer culture. In the study, the Khmer, the dominant 
ethnic group in Cambodia, were less likely to feel racially discriminated against and were more 
likely to engage in pan-Asian alliances than the hermetic Hmong. 
Following Hein’s model, the chapter that follows argues that the homeland experience of 
immigrant groups matter just as much to their adjustment process as the environments to which 
they migrate. A dedicated governor, state employees, sponsors, volunteers, and employers 
deserve much credit for reestablishing the Tai Dam without the major problems experienced 
elsewhere, but the Tai Dam’s history, politics, and culture must be examined to fully 
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comprehend their adjustment to Iowa. A transnational approach is necessary because the Tai 
Dam, like all immigrant groups, constantly referred back to their own culture while trying to 
understand their new environments. Though they resettled with little in the way of material 
goods, the Tai Dam possessed a lot of human capital that they and the state of Iowa used to their 
advantage. According to Sucheng Chan, “Human capital refers to language competence, 
education, occupational skills, and transferrable work experiences.”236 Urban living, education, 
communalism, and strong leadership aided the Tai Dam’s adaptation to Iowa, but their coming 
from a tropical climate, expectation of having “American” sponsors in “American” homes, and 
patriarchal culture made the transition difficult at times. Conversion to Christianity, often 
considered to be a form of assimilation, can still be an expression of traditional culture and 
influenced by the Tai Dam’s history. Addressing the ethnic origins of the Tai Dam demands that 
we view them as being more than just numbers; they were decision-makers whose past and 
culture helped to influence the positive outcome of their resettlement in Iowa, which in turn 
influenced Governor Robert Ray’s decision to increase the Iowa Refugee Service Center’s intake 
of other refugees.  
The Farmers that Never Were 
At the Nong Khai refugee camp, the Tai Dam frequently listened to the Voice of America 
radio station. One spring day in 1975, Houng Baccam remembered the news being announced 
over the radio station, “The state of Iowa has accepted Tai Dam to become farmers. We were 
very very happy…We knew nothing of Iowa. When we received the news, I rushed to town 
looking for a map of the United States. Where is Iowa?” The Tai Dam had heard of larger 
American cities and states, but nothing about Iowa. They desperately sought any sort of 
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information on their potential homeland. Siang Bachti, a USAID employee, remembered how the 
Tai Dam seeking admission to the United States anticipated becoming farmers in Iowa: 
Some American officers gave us a brochure…it was about agriculture: Iowa. Somehow 
that brochure focused on sheep; how to raise sheep. Inside, we saw a lot of people taking 
the sheep to the hills or the plains and raising sheep. Everybody said, ‘Ah, we are going 
to Iowa; we are going to raise sheep!’ Ha ha. Everybody said oh that is easy. It is a lot 
easier than pigs. Pigs are dirty. Oh yay, it will be fun. In the morning we will go and take 
all of the sheep to the fields until nighttime we will come back. That is easy work because 
nobody spoke English…just ten percent maybe… Everybody was happy…When we 
came here, we did not see any sheep! Just pigs and cows!
237
 
 
Dinh VanLo refused to believe the literature U.S. officials gave him. How could cornfields 
stretch as far as the eye could see? Skeptically, he figured this must be “propaganda.”238 
American officials had wrongly categorized all the Tai Dam as being farmers, and they assumed 
the Tai Dam would farm in Iowa. Additionally, the Tai Dam added to this mischaracterization as 
they strategized to improve their chances of coming to Iowa. 
 Tai Dam soldiers who had fought against communism, those who had worked for 
American enterprises such as USAID, and professionals had the strongest potential to be 
relocated to the United States. For all other Tai Dam, they figured the best way to improve their 
chances of acceptance to Iowa, an agricultural state, would be to say that they were farmers. 
Siang Bachti recounted the uneasy and now humorous exchanges between American officials 
and Tai Dam “farmers” seeking admission to Iowa going something like this: 
          Immigration Official: “What do you farm? Do you do rice fields?” 
          Tai Dam: “No. We raise livestock.” 
          Immigration Official: “How many cows do you have?” 
          Tai Dam: “No cows.” 
          Immigration Official: “How many buffalo do you have?” 
          Tai Dam: “No buffalo.” 
          Immigration Official: “So what do you raise?” 
          Tai Dam: “We have two pigs and a dozen chickens.”239 
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“Almost every Tai Dam family said I am a farmer…Maybe that is why Governor Ray took us,” 
reflected Bachti.
240
 Though limited, their stating their occupation as farmer demonstrated some 
agency in the Tai Dam seeking admission to Iowa. They told the immigration officials what they 
wanted to hear. Indochinese refugees tried to influence the admissions process in others ways 
too. When listing family relations, friends became cousins and cousins became siblings. Some 
refugees used their idea of an extended family to try to enhance the likelihood of bringing loved 
ones to the United States.
241
 However, while in Iowa, some refugees used the American nuclear 
family definition to collect multiple welfare checks while living at the same residences with 
extended family. 
American officials figured the Tai Dam, an agricultural people, would make a great fit in 
Iowa, an agricultural state. Traditionally, farming formed the very foundation for Tai Dam life in 
their homeland in northwestern Vietnam. They cultivated wet rice in the highland valleys, and 
some also practiced slash and burn agriculture. However, to characterize the Tai Dam who 
ultimately came to Iowa as being farmers would be inaccurate. Those Black Tai deemed 
important enough to be airlifted out of northwest Vietnam to Hanoi in 1952 were not common 
farmers, but political and military officials and their family members. Similarly, political and 
military elites and their relatives comprised the evacuees who fled from Hanoi to Xiang Khoang, 
Laos, after the fall of Dien Bien Phu to the communists in 1954. Just as American officials 
expected the Tai Dam to become farmers, so too did Lao officials. In Xiang Khoang, the land 
proved difficult to farm. Part of the problem lay in the inadequacy of the soil but also in the Tai 
Dam’s lack of farming expertise. The situation looked so bleak that Suc Baccam, the head of the 
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Tai Dam faction that went to Xiang Khoang, looked into the possibility of leaving Laos for 
South Vietnam. Lao political leader Souvanna Phouma found the migrants in dire straits when he 
visited them in the mid-1950s. Souvanna realized the newcomers had not farmed for a living 
previously and could not farm in Xiang Khoang. However, he scoffed at the notion of the Tai 
Dam leaving for South Vietnam. He reasoned that they should remain with their Lao cousins 
instead of relocating amongst the Vietnamese. Souvanna arranged for them to be airlifted into 
the capitol of Vientiane to find employment in other sectors.
242
 
The Tai Dam who arrived in Iowa came from higher social status and had been exposed 
to urban living while in Vientiane, which helped the group transition to life in the United States. 
Generally speaking, the first 130,000 Indochinese refugees paroled into the United States 
immediately after the fall of Saigon possessed more human capital than later arrivals. Many of 
these early arrivals were literate in their own language and had been exposed to urban living and 
Western culture by working for the U.S military and U.S. businesses in Indochina. In December 
of 1975, the Interagency Task Force for Indochina Refugees compiled statistical information on 
30,628 heads of households. They discovered that only 1.3 percent had no schooling whereas 
nearly 48 percent had some secondary education. About 23 percent of these early arrivals had 
attended a university.
243
 In contrast, later Indochinese arrivals such as the Hmong were often 
illiterate in their own languages and came from rural backgrounds. 
The Tai Dam who came to Iowa fit the profile of the initial wave of Vietnamese; many 
had been part of the anticommunist political and military elite. Though no statistics exist, it is 
highly likely that the literacy rate of those who came to Iowa in 1975 would be much higher than 
the literacy rate of the Tai Dam population who remained in northwest Vietnam. Traditionally, 
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the leading families like the Lo Cam and Luong kept histories about their respective muang and 
the exploits of their ancestors; they also carried out religious ceremonies that required reading 
from the Kwam To Muang.
244
 Some Tai Dam political figures and soldiers had the ability to read 
and write in Tai Dam, Vietnamese, and French. When the group relocated to Vientiane, their 
language skills proved useful for the Royal Lao Government. Later, these language skills also 
eased the job of the Task Force in resettling the Tai Dam throughout Iowa. Possessing literacy in 
another language greatly aided their learning the English language. 
In addition to this elite background, Tai Dam experiences in Vientiane eased their 
transition to modern society in Iowa. By 1975, over 200,000 people lived in Vientiane, making it 
comparable to the population of Iowa’s capitol of Des Moines.245 In Vientiane, the Tai Dam 
worked in many different fields. In his letter to Ray, Arthur Crisfield mentioned the numerous 
jobs held by the Tai Dam while in Laos: a professor, engineers, accountants, electricians, 
carpenters, interpreters, tailors, seamstresses, cooks, gardeners, and lastly, farmers.
246
 Some 
joined the Royal Lao military. The Black Tai’s history of fighting communism made them 
trusted allies of the political right of Laos. Wing Cam lobbied fellow rightists to be more 
aggressive in fighting communism. By the late 1960s, he had overseen the formation of a Tai 
Dam guerilla unit that planned to launch offensives into their former homeland in northwest 
Vietnam.
247
 Women like Dinh VanLo’s mother did contractual labor for the military by sewing 
clothing for soldiers.
248
 In addition to serving the Royal Lao military, a few Tai Dam found 
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employment in Lao government. Wing Cam served as the National Director of Rural Public 
Works. Some Tai Dam like Siang Bachti worked for USAID and American businesses. Foreign 
officials employed many Black Tai as limousine drivers, domestics, and interpreters. Some 
farming was done by the villagers outside of the capitol, but very few of the Tai Dam who came 
to Iowa had been farmers in Laos. 
Their varied occupational background helps to explain part of the reason why the Tai 
Dam did not become farmers in the American Midwest. Tending to garden plots was the closest 
many came to being farmers in Laos.
249
 While in Iowa, the Tai Dam visited farms and were 
taken aback by their size, “We saw thousands of cows and thousands of pigs…When we came 
here we saw that farming is hard, not like in Laos, so we decided not to farm and everybody 
moved to Des Moines,” recalled Siang Bachti.250 The Tai Dam and American officials 
underestimated the sheer capital and skill set necessary to succeed as agriculturalists in 1970s 
Iowa. In 1955, the year after Dien Bien Phu’s fall, Iowa’s 195,000 farms averaged 179 acres in 
size at a value of $238 dollars per acre. The year the Tai Dam arrived in Iowa, the average farm 
size had increased to 251 acres, and the average cost per acre had skyrocketed to $1095.
251
 The 
Tai Dam refugees had very little in the way of capital to startup farming ventures in their new 
homeland. Even if they had the finances, they still lacked the skill set to farm; they did not 
understand modern industrialized agriculture. Additionally, Iowa’s 20th century mechanized 
farming had long limited the need for landowners to have hired help. 
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The first wave of resettlement had brought 633 Tai Dam to Iowa, but only three of these 
seventy-seven families lived on farms.
252
 Raymond and Ruth Walker owned a five hundred acre 
farm near Rose Hill, Iowa. Their son Leland served in South Vietnam and sent pictures back 
home. Viewing images of a Vietnamese orphanage compelled the Walkers to send assistance to 
the children. This preexisting connection to the people of Southeast Asia and their desire to help 
out their beloved Governor Ray motivated the Walkers to sponsor two Tai Dam families.
253
 In 
contrast to the Walkers, Tomas Munoz remembered one farm family’s sponsorship going less 
than smoothly. The sponsors thought room and board to be adequate enough compensation for 
their refugee field hands. Munoz and the IRSC had to compel the farmer to pay the refugee 
family a wage.
254
 
Although few farmers sponsored refugees, many Tai Dam initially resettled in rural 
communities. Traditionally, many histories of immigrants have focused on rural people adjusting 
to their new urban environments.
255
 This happened with Indochinese refugees coming to Des 
Moines, but the opposite process happened as well. Indochinese refugees from urban 
environments found themselves trying to adjust to lives in small town Iowa. The First Reformed 
Church of Hull, Iowa, sponsored Dinh VanLo, a brash twenty-something soon to be college 
student. VanLo remembered his first impression of the tiny northwest Iowa town of 
predominantly Dutch ancestry as being less than up to par with Vientiane: “I came from 
Vientiane: the capitol of Laos. I know more than these [Iowa] people. These people are farmers. 
They know nothing. I came to small town Iowa, a thousand people. I said my god…Can you 
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believe it. How arrogant you are when you live in this big town Vientiane, the capitol of Laos, 
and what is Iowa to you…Iowa was nothing to me. Iowa was small potatoes.”256  
Though he did not speak English, the Iowa Refugee Service Center provided tuition 
assistance because Dinh had studied at a prestigious French school in Laos. He attended Dordt 
College and appreciated all those who helped him complete his studies. Dinh believed that his 
placement in Hull aided his assimilation. He needed to speak English and to interact with 
“Americans.” However, he yearned to be with other Tai Dam and preferred city life: “When I 
came to visit Des Moines, I saw some black haired people. I was so excited. I lived in a small 
town with no black haired peoples…It made me feel so good to see Asians…When I came to 
Des Moines, I said I like it. You can hide without anybody knowing who you are. Over there [in 
Hull], if you cut grass on Sunday, you are in big trouble.”257 
Dinh VanLo’s story of relocating from a rural Iowa community to Des Moines was not 
unique. Throughout the 1970s, the Tai Dam gravitated towards the urban locales. The Iowa 
Refugee Service Center estimated that in July of 1981 nearly seventy percent of the Tai Dam 
lived in cities and or cluster areas. Of the 2,400 Tai Dam in the state, almost half lived in Des 
Moines. Marshalltown, with a mere 137 refugees, ranked as the second largest Tai Dam cluster 
in the state.
258
 A desire to relocate to be closer to family and the availability of entry-level jobs 
pulled the Tai Dam towards the city of Des Moines. According to Siang Bachti, the saying “the 
money pot” has tipped in Des Moines circulated amongst the newcomers.259 Opportunities for 
jobs existed for those who wanted them, but before long, these opportunities might be lost. The 
Tai Dam wanted to be active consumers in a market economy. In their new city, they had access 
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to commodities like never before. Marv Weidner and other IRSC staffers joked about the number 
of Trans Am Firebirds bought by the Tai Dam.
260
 Dinh VanLo described the dilemma facing 
young adult Tai Dam. Many wanted to work to buy goods like electronics and vehicles, but this 
consumerism, in addition to language barriers, prevented many from going to college. 
Family Ties 
Just months after the Tai Dam resettled in Iowa, The Task Force and later Iowa Refugee 
Service Center boasted the material gains made by the newcomers. Within half a year of their 
arrival, all seventy-seven Tai Dam families had at least one wage earner. Forty-three individuals 
had purchased vehicles and five families became homeowners.
261
 After nearly five years in Iowa, 
the Tai Dam averaged two vehicles per family and an astounding eighty percent of all Tai Dam 
had become homeowners.
262
 The state’s work first philosophy deserves partial credit for these 
amazing statistics, but the Tai Dam historical and cultural background must be taken into 
account as well. 
Historically, the Tai Dam have always had strong family units because of their spiritual 
beliefs. The group maintained detailed family genealogies in order to venerate deceased 
relatives. If they did not venerate these ancestors, they might return as bad spirits to cause harm 
to the living who neglected them. Worshipping common ancestors created strong kin ties 
amongst the “pure” Tai Dam families: the Cam Lo, Vi, Lu, Leo, Luong, Ka, Tong, and Quang.263 
Each Tai Dam family had specific taboos affecting only their family. For example, consumption 
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of the vegetable kam tanh, shoots of bamboo called sen kam and lay lo, and the pulp of the lang 
kam tree would result in the loss of teeth for the Lo Cam family. Similarly, the Lo could not eat 
certain birds, and the Luong could not eat mushrooms growing on logs. Using the may tong tree 
in home construction would mean disaster to members of the Tong family.
264
 These genealogies 
and taboos reinforced family identification. 
For centuries, marriage customs and ties also bound Tai Dam families. Upon 
engagement, the male needed to compensate his in-laws for taking their daughter. If a man 
married into an elite Lo Cam family, he might have to work his father-in-law’s fields for eight to 
upwards of ten years. This period of bride service and the marriage bonded the families. If a 
bachelor married into a family that lacked males to do fieldwork, the man immediately married 
his bride, and then the groom moved into his father-in-law’s house. Usually, eldest sons inherited 
the father’s house. Younger sons established new residences with their wives, but sons were 
expected to live nearby their fathers.
265
 Religious ceremony also tied families together. 
Traditionally, the eldest son-in-law performed the last rites for the deceased, and the son-in-law 
guided the spirit of the dead back to Tai Dam country. Even in the afterlife, those from certain 
families went to live in certain villages for a certain period of time.
266
 
Tai Dam had long used family ties to cope with the hardships caused by their many 
displacements in Indochina. For example, families with the same surname lived near one another 
in the same village on the periphery of Vientiane. In Iowa, they sought to do the same.
267
 The Tai 
Dam attained the high rate of vehicle and homeownership by pooling their family resources. 
Seventy-seven families comprised the first six hundred and thirty-three Tai Dam arrivals for an 
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average family size of over eight persons. These larger family sizes pushed the Tai Dam to look 
for homes instead of renting out small apartments. Extended families lived together at the same 
residence, and these multiple wage earners shared the burden of paying mortgages. At his 1981 
testimony before the Senate Subcommittee on Immigration and Refugee Policy in Des Moines, 
Iowa, Houng Baccam cited family support as the reason for the Tai Dam’s high homeownership 
rate, “If a family wanted to buy a house and didn’t have enough money for the down payment, 
the head of household could go to the relatives for the contribution of some money to make the 
down payment. Next time, it will be his or her turn to pay back without interest.”268 
In addition to family support, the Tai Dam joined mutual assistance associations to 
benefit community members. In 1976, with the help of the IRSC, the Association for the Positive 
Promotion of Lao Ethnics (APPLE, Inc.) came into being. The organization served the Lao, Tai 
Dam, and Hmong refugees in Iowa. APPLE organized Lao New Year festivities and taught the 
community about the peoples and cultures of Laos. By 1977, the IRSC had helped to create the 
Society of Tai Dam-American Friendship with the goal of preserving Tai Dam culture and 
guiding its members to prosperity in Iowa. Other self-help groups popped up without the support 
of the IRSC, but each association helped the IRSC in keeping refugees off of welfare and 
promoted active citizenship amongst its members.
269
 As one of the earliest MAAs to form in the 
United States, groups across the country asked for APPLE’s charter and other tips when trying to 
form MAAs of their own. Though its future looked bright initially, Richard Murphy, one of the 
founders of APPLE, recalled ethnic tensions dividing the association. Some Tai Dam wanted 
their own organization as did some Hmong. Lowland Lao, Tai Dam, and Hmong often fell into 
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disagreement over issues such as when to celebrate the New Year.
270
 Each side had big 
personalities, none more so than the Tai Dam. 
Big Men 
The Tai Dam origin myth divinely ordained the Lo Cam family to rule over the Tai Dam 
people. In the late nineteenth-century, French imperialists tried to break up the ascribed authority 
of these families, but to no avail. The people elected the Lo Cam and deferred to them as their 
leaders because they had been divinely ordained to rule the land. If other families took power, 
they would not be able to carry out the proper ceremonies to ensure the health of the muang; 
disaster would ensue. French imperialism and over twenty years of exile did not weaken the hold 
these families had on leadership positions within Tai Dam society. Soon after the state of Iowa 
established a resettlement agency, officials realized the power traditional leaders of the Tai Dam 
wielded. They harnessed the influence of these leaders to the cause of resettlement. Three 
individuals stood out for their important roles in the resettlement process: Wing Cam, Houng 
Baccam, and Faluang Baccam. It should come as no surprise that the three men were from the 
Cam family, the traditional political and religious elite of the Tai Dam. 
The three men who joined the Task Force had been figures of importance in the Tai Dam 
community before they ever heard of Iowa. Wing Cam had orchestrated the Tai Dam’s flight 
from Laos. With his elderly father-in-law Quy Baccam in frail condition, Wing had been the 
spokesman for the Tai Dam for years. He made the decision for the Tai Dam to leave Vientiane 
in May of 1975, and thousands followed him into Thailand. Wing, an engineer who studied in 
Paris and the United States, served as the National Director of Rural Public Works in the Lao 
government, and he headed the Lao Lumber Company. The Task Force recognized Houng 
Baccam as the second in command. He also studied in France. Houng worked as an accountant 
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for Shell Oil, and he had been the point man for the Tai Dam who came through the Fort Chaffee 
refugee camp. Faluang might have been one of the few refugees who understood industrial 
farming in Iowa. He had been trained as an agronomist and studied in Thailand and Japan. These 
three individuals joined the Task Force and used their influence to communicate the state’s 
resettlement ideals. Shearer hoped to employ these influential figures for a short while and to let 
them go after a couple of months.
271
 Houng Baccam became the most important liaison between 
the IRSC and the Tai Dam. Initially hired on a three month contract, he would go on to work for 
the state’s resettlement program for nearly thirty-five years, longer than any other individual. 
These three traditional leaders played important roles in the successful resettlement of the 
Tai Dam. They traveled throughout the state and spoke with community members. Neth 
Rasavanh’s sponsorship broke down rather quickly in the mid-1970s. Her sponsor lacked 
adequate resources to care for her charges. Neth does not even remember the community in 
which she first resettled. However, she does remember being so miserable living in a rundown 
hotel that she wanted to return to the refugee camp in Thailand. Her children made a fire in the 
parking lot of the hotel, which alerted state officials. Ultimately, Houng Baccam made provisions 
for the family to relocate.
272
 Houng believed his visits boosted the spirits of fellow Tai Dam, 
especially those living in rural communities. In addition to outreach, the three translated 
important information like driver’s test materials, emergency information, and a Tai 
Dam/English newsletter. In case of emergencies, they manned a twenty-four hour hotline.
273
 
William Johnson, the head of adult basic education at Des Moines Area Community College, 
helped supervise a Southeast Asian radio station, and Houng became one of the hosts. From 
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there, Houng communicated important information to the Tai Dam community. He also played 
traditional music that brought both joy and sadness to homesick listeners. According to William 
Johnson, the best way to work with the Tai Dam was to gain the ear of powerful figures in their 
community.
274
 The IRSC employed the same methods to pressure and shame welfare abusers as 
described by Shearer: 
The IRSC has conducted an evening meeting with approximately seventy-five heads of 
households from the Tai Dam community to explain in detail the attitudes of the 
American people toward unnecessary cash assistance. The increased awareness appears 
to be helping the overall welfare situation and it is felt that peer pressure will be more 
effective than some of the rules and regulations, for the refugees know which among 
them are the abusers of the system.
275
 
 
The important power wielded by traditional ethnic leaders undeniably aided the Tai Dam’s 
transition to Iowa, but Tai Dam gender roles often conflicted with those of Iowa. 
 
Figure 8. Houng Baccam & Kimphung Nguyen Host Southeast Asian Radio Station 
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Transplantation of Patriarchy 
In Tai Dam culture, the oldest male is the head of household and major decision-maker. 
Men partook in business and politics while women looked after the family in the home; not a 
single woman made up the leadership of the Tai Dam refugee community in exile. Even though 
women practiced fortunetelling and faith healing, the men of the Luong family remained the 
most important religious authorities, and the oldest son-in-law guided spirits of the deceased to 
the afterlife. Parents desired to have sons to carry on the family name as well as keeping a family 
altar to ancestors. Some of the Tai Dam who came to Iowa as adults had male relatives with 
multiple wives, a common practice amongst leaders in the old Tai Federation.
276
  
In 2009, Monsoon United Asian Women of Iowa conducted an oral history project with 
refugee victims of sexual assault. This project, titled Unburdening Our Mothers’ Backs, vividly 
illustrated the patriarchal history of the Tai Dam, and how this power structure sometimes 
facilitated violence against women. At age sixteen, Tai Dam women were expected to marry. If a 
woman refused to marry and sought more education, she would be labeled as “no good.” One 
elderly female described attitudes towards educating females, “They said if you are smarter, 
meaning if you knew how to read and write, then your husband would die.”277 Patriarchy 
dominated marriage decisions as well. Fathers often decided who their daughters were to marry. 
In some cases, bride capture took place whereby a man kidnapped a woman he yearned for, 
raped her, and gained the support of the female’s family, who out of shame consented to a 
marriage. Traditional Tai Dam leaders could and sometimes did abuse their power. According to 
                                                          
276
 Siang Bachti, interviewed by Matthew Walsh, 3 February 2014. 
277
 “Unburdening Our Mothers’ Backs: an Oral History Project,” Monsoon United Asian Women of Iowa (2009), 25. 
114 
 
 
one female elder, some Tai Dam elites took attractive women as lovers, whether the women 
wanted the relationship or not, and the community never challenged these authority figures.
278
 
As part of the Monsoon project, two Tai Dam women in their eighties told their sad 
stories to interviewer Don Southammavong. One of the Tai Dam participants we will call “Em” 
recalled her first marriage at the age of sixteen. A Tai Dam soldier saw her and told her parents 
he wanted to marry their daughter. When asked if she wanted to marry this man, she responded, 
“I don’t know. That is what my parents told me to do, so I did it. I married him.”279 Upon 
marriage, the groom paid a dowry in the form of a pig to “Em’s” family, and he took up 
residence in the bride’s home. “Em” then recounted what happened next: “I was only sixteen 
when I married him. I didn’t know what to do when he married me. When we got married, he 
wanted to get on top of me, but he was very fat and I was scared. I thought he was going to crush 
me and I would die.” Em’s reservations about having sex may have been alleviated if her mother 
spoke to her about sex and menstruation. However, Tai Dam mothers rarely talked to their 
daughters about these topics. Em continued: 
I didn’t want him to get on top of me at all. So I fought him and then he was not nice to 
me…He hit me in my face and hit me in my vagina many times. I didn’t want him to be 
on top of me, so I pushed him off. He got so mad that he went to get the stick that I sweep 
the floor with and hit me in my vagina. He just kept hitting me there over and over again. 
It hurt very bad. I had to just lie there because I knew if I got up, my mom and dad would 
yell at me to go back to my husband. Then he tried to put the stick in me. So I grabbed 
my skirt and held it in between my vagina so the stick would not go in me and I turned on 
my stomach so my back was only showing. Then he hit me in the butt. I think he got so 
tired, he just stopped and went to sleep…I tried to be very quiet when it was time for me 
to get up to make breakfast before he went out to the fields. It was hard because 
everything hurt…280 
 
Unfortunately, traditional Tai Dam marriage practices could isolate female victims of spousal 
abuse. After marriage, a son-in-law sometimes moved in with his new bride’s family to pay off a 
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bride debt. Lacking healthy adult sons of their own, “Em’s” family desperately needed the labor 
of their new son-in-law; they would have to repay the expensive dowry of a pig if the husband 
left. “Em” explained her parents’ response to the attack: 
When I went to get some food, my mom came with me and she was very mad at me. She 
told me that I should have not fought him. That is what wives are supposed to do, to let 
their husband get on top of them to have sex. I didn’t know. I didn’t like him yet…I was 
scared, I told her that I didn’t want him to do that to me. Then she said that tonight I 
would have to open my dress for him so he can have sex with me no matter what. She 
said that my dad would get mad at me and beat me too if I did not open my dress for 
him.
281
 
 
Ultimately, “Em’s” husband left her, angering her parents. Sexual violence against women 
occurred at refugee camps in Thailand as well. Out of fear of bringing shame to their families, 
women who had been sexually assaulted often had nobody to talk to, or blamed themselves. The 
Tai Dam women from the Monsoon project tried to bury these painful moments in the past. 
By 1976, the Task Force created an English/Tai Dam Newsletter to communicate its 
work-first philosophy and provide general information to the refugee community. In Newsletter 
No. 10, the Task Force tried to inform the Tai Dam about the different gender roles observed in 
America: 
Unlike the women of many nations, the American woman is remarkably versatile, 
energetic and self-assured. The typical American housewife and mother combines an 
extraordinary number of skills and roles both in and out of the home. In the home, she is 
a cook, laundress, fixer of gadgets, chauffeur, budget keeper, diagnostician, first-aid 
expert, child-psychologist, hostess and more. Outside the home, she may be a lawyer, 
bank president, sportswoman, civil worker, politician or anything else she is trained to 
do. Her great versatility has led her to believe that she deserves as much respect as her 
husband. She considers herself the intellectual equal of her husband or any other man. 
You may feel that the American woman is too dependent but she wants the same respect 
as any man. 
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The newsletter informed the Tai Dam about the proper treatment of women in America. The 
passage’s author demanded Tai Dam men assimilate to American gender norms. The author 
continued in a patronizing tone: 
In the United Sates, it is not respectable to date someone when you are already married. 
A man dating behind his wife’s back is looked upon with scorn in America. In Asia, this 
practice is acceptable but in America it is taboo! This is because in America, women are 
more respected than in Asia and they are not treated as mere possessions but as a human 
being, equal in every way to their husbands. Remember, if you live in America, it is wise 
to live by the American customs. Treating women equal to men is one of these 
customs.
282
  
 
Male authority figures in the Tai Dam community had to adapt to these new gender roles, 
especially since the “headman” of the resettlement program was a woman. Wing Cam denied 
any difficulties working under Colleen Shearer. Studying in France and the United States and 
collaborating with refugee relief organizations while at Nong Khai had brought him into contact 
with female leaders of social services.
283
 However, Jack Spear sensed some tension amongst the 
Tai Dam males who had to listen to a woman. He believed that some Tai Dam leaders would 
have preferred to have had a direct line of communication with Governor Ray. Of course being 
the female head of an agency in 1970s America had its challenges as well. Shearer handled them 
gracefully.
284
 
 Tai Dam males also encountered new expectations required of fathers in the United 
States. The consensus amongst the male Tai Dam interviewed for this project seemed to be that 
childrearing was more difficult in Iowa than in Southeast Asia. American fathers had to be more 
present in their child’s upbringing, and language barriers often proved difficult for Tai Dam to 
help their children adjust to American culture. According to Houng Baccam: 
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In Laos you just leave teaching to the teachers at the school… Here you have to go and 
listen to the teacher about your children at the teaching conference. Over there, they do 
not care…Raising children here is very difficult. The children go to school here…they 
become more Americanized quicker than their parents. For us, education in our country 
and raising children, you just leave to the village. Your children are growing up in the 
village…and so you do not pay much attention. But here, you have to pay more attention 
to the children. You have to ask them what happened at school. What happened in your 
language but as they do not speak English how can they do it? They do not know how to 
counsel their children. They leave the children to just learn whatever they can.
285
 
 
Khouang Luong argued that childrearing was more difficult in the United States because parents 
could not spank their children, “My parents had more freedom raising us. Here we have to follow 
the law. So it is a little hard for us to adjust ourselves into the surrounding. Here everything 
seems to be like no no… We had a little hard time because we grew up a different way. Our 
parents treated us the way they do it over there, and we got used to it in the head, but when we 
came here, it is still in the mind, but we cannot use that way.”286 
 In contrast to the males, female elders Neth Rasavanh, Em Quang, and Nga Baccam 
agreed that raising children in Southeast Asia had been more difficult. According to Nga 
Baccam, “In Laos, it was difficult to raise children…Technology here in Iowa and the United 
States is amazing. It really helps save time. For example, disposable diapers are so much easier. 
In Laos, we only had cloth diapers. They took so much time to wash and clean. If the kids came 
home sweaty, we’d have to take them to an area that had water to bathe them. That all took 
time.”287 Neth Rasavanh also emphasized how timesaving appliances made rearing children in 
Iowa easier. In Tai Dam country, Neth sewed her family’s textiles and washed dirty clothing by 
hand, but Tai Dam parents in Iowa have access to readymade clothing and washing machines. 
Neth described the difficulties of cooking for her family in Tai Dam country:  
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We never had ovens or any type of the technology that we have today... I would have to 
search for wood to burn for fire to cook our foods, and the smoke would get in my eyes. 
No matter how much I suffered, we had to do this. We used oil for lighting. We had to 
squeeze the juice of a fruit called ma laan for oil. We’d then put it on a piece of fabric 
and burn it, and then we were able to see while we cooked. We never had electricity in 
Tai Dam country or Laos either.
288
 
In addition to technology, the female elders noted how access to medicine, education, and 
toys has helped Tai Dam parents raise children in Iowa. Without medicine, Tai Dam parents 
relied on traditional faith healers who communicated with spirits. However, Neth never believed 
in the power of these healers. She recalled a homemade remedy used for healing her children:  
For medicine in Tai Dam country, we’d take the feces of a female hog to roast for 
medicine for an advanced cough. They’d take the roasted feces and mix it with water. 
We’d tell the kids that it was some type of fruit. It worked to relieve coughs. The French 
never provided us with any medicines. We had never even seen a hospital in Tai Dam 
country. Only the seriously wounded soldiers on their death beds would be taken there.
289
   
Nga and Neth agreed that Tai Dam children in Iowa have more educational opportunities, 
especially women. Neth remembered girls being discouraged from studying in Tai Dam country. 
She stated, “I never received any type of education. Most girls were forbidden to go to school. 
Girls were only encouraged to work the fields and create textiles. Parents told girls that they 
cannot make a living or support a family if they took time for education and do not learn how to 
work the fields and create textiles.
290” In Iowa, Tai Dam parents entered a land of plenty and 
children benefitted from this access to goods. Neth compared her rudimentary childhood 
playthings to those of Tai Dam children in Iowa: 
There wasn’t even anything to play with in Tai Dam country, we only played with the 
dirt and puddles and created games from them. We just played with anything that was 
available, which wasn’t much of anything at all. We’d roll around in the dirt and puddle 
and would get so dirty. There was absolutely nothing at all. Now with this new 
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generation, they have way too many toys. We had nothing for our children to play with in 
Tai Dam country at all. Sometimes we’d just go up to the mountains and come back 
really dirty. We hardly had enough clothes to wear. Some people didn’t have clothes.  
We’d just have to keep patching up the clothes we had sometimes. And then we came to 
Iowa and the United States: the land of plenty.
291
 
Tai Dam mothers had long balanced work and childrearing in Laos. Many had worked as 
domestics for Lao and American officials. In Iowa, Tai Dam women continued to be the primary 
caretakers of children, and many entered the workforce. American technology made their 
balancing act easier. 
Winter Welcome 
 In addition to learning the language, nearly all the Tai Dam interviewed for this project 
spoke of the Iowa winter as one of the hardest adjustments. In April of 1975, the last full month 
the Tai Dam spent in the capitol, Vientiane had an average high of 96 degrees. January, the 
coldest month of that year, showed an average low of 68 degrees.
292
 While going through 
processing at Camp Pendleton, Somphong Baccam believed weather in Southern California to be 
a little chilly but livable. She expected the same kind of weather in Iowa, but would be 
disappointed. Initially, the Tai Dam received a warm welcome. When the first Black Tai arrived 
on November 17, 1975, Des Moines’ 70 degree temperature was uncharacteristically high. 
However, Iowa’s true winter soon revealed itself to the newcomers. In 1976, their first full year 
in Iowa, December had an average low of 11 degrees, a full 58 degrees beneath the average low 
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of Vientiane’s coldest month during their last year in Laos. On New Year’s Eve, the mercury 
dropped to minus 12 degrees.
293
 
 Arthur Crisfield provided the Task Force a brief overview of the Tai Dam shortly after 
Ray agreed to bring the group to Iowa. In this overview, he predicted adjusting to Iowa winters 
as one of the biggest hurdles facing the newcomers. In their tropical homeland, the Tai Dam 
bathed outside, left doors and windows open, and rarely had to heat their homes. With the 
exception of downpours during the rainy season, the Tai Dam were outdoor bodies. Crisfield 
correctly predicted cabin fever would develop amongst the Tai Dam.
294
 When Siang Bachti first 
arrived in the winter of 1975, she compared Des Moines to her tropical homeland, “In Thailand 
and Laos, people live outside. People walk. It is noisy and so on all the time.” During that first 
Iowa winter, “Nobody walked on the streets. Just cars and houses just like a deserted town. Oh, 
where did all the people go? We did not see anybody at all.”295 During those first couple of Iowa 
winters, the Tai Dam bought cheap vehicles while trying to establish new lives in Iowa. These 
cheap vehicles often broke down in Iowa’s bitter cold. Khouang Luong learned about mechanical 
problems upon arrival. “We came here in January the third week, the twenty-fifth, and it was 
very cold. As a matter of fact my cousin went to pick us up from the airport, and his car was 
stuck in the snow and it was my first time pushing a car away from the snow.”296 
 During their resettlement, the Tai Dam experienced many refugee moments. These 
missteps occurred as a result of the refugee not understanding their new environment. Though 
these moments might be embarrassing and or even painful when they took place, as the refugee 
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learned more about their new culture and reflected back, these moments became humorous. 
Many early refugee moments took place because of a lack of understanding about Iowa weather. 
On sunny winter days, some Tai Dam women hung their cloths outside to dry. To their surprise, 
they returned to their lines and found the clothing soaking wet although the sun had been out all 
day.
297
 Similarly, Tomas Munoz spoke of one Tai Dam who went outside to shovel snow: off of 
his rooftop!
298
 
In addition to problems with winter, the Tai Dam had refugee moments because of a lack 
of understanding about Iowa culture. Siang Bachti, a Catholic, came into contact with priests and 
nuns frequently in Vientiane, but she had not seen any men and women of the cloth early in her 
resettlement. One day, an excited Bachti spotted a priest walking in downtown Des Moines. She 
called out to him several times, but he walked by. Later, Bachti realized she had tried to get his 
attention by calling “daddy, daddy, daddy” instead of father. In Vientiane and in their travels 
abroad, most of the Tai Dam had experience using most modern appliances. However, the 
inhabitants of Laos ate rice, not bread. When her toaster shot the bread up after toasting, it 
“surprised” and “startled” Siang.299 Dinh VanLo remembered eating a Big Mac. He enjoyed the 
sandwich and tried to recreate one at home. He tried it again but did not like it. He realized he 
had put French salad dressing instead of catsup onto his burger.
300
 Mike Rasavanh tried to 
explore Des Moines as a young teenager. He had ridden the bus before, and he decided to take 
the bus to travel around Des Moines. He thought all of the buses went on the same route. Lost 
and confused, he had to ask the driver for help on how to get him home.
301
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Beyond Black and White 
 Early histories of immigrants and their adjustment have focused on the assimilationist 
model developed by the sociologists at the University of Chicago at the dawn of the twentieth-
century. The assimilationist model holds that immigrants adjust to their new environments and 
shed their ethnic identities while becoming more like the dominant cultural group in their new 
homeland. However, this assimilation model is flawed. It assumes that immigrants adapt to a 
uniform and dominant western European white American mainstream. Just as problematic, 
histories on race in America have focused on the relationship between blacks and whites. The 
legacy of African slavery and black/white racial tension has made this the dominant discussion 
amongst historians of race in America. However, the assimilation model and the black white 
binary do not do justice to the Tai Dam experience in Iowa. Refugees often resettled in poorer 
urban communities populated by minority groups.
302
 This was also the case of the Tai Dam who 
began to interact with African Americans upon their arrival. 
 Gateway Opportunity Center was an African American community organization that 
sponsored roughly seventy of the first wave of Tai Dam refugees. These seven Tai Dam families 
received six months of free room and board at a Gateway-owned apartment complex on the 
Northside of Des Moines, Iowa.
303
 Tensions existed in Shearers’ acceptance of the Gateway 
sponsorship from the start. According to Shearer, racial discrimination against African 
Americans resulted in a dejected and impoverished group who had taken to welfare. Set apart by 
their race and again by their use of welfare, African Americans had become a “double minority.” 
Shearer’s goal with the Tai Dam was to prevent them from becoming a double-minority like 
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African Americans. Her calls to reform the refugee welfare system before the National Coalition 
for Refugee Resettlement reflected these sentiments:  
Have we stopped to think that we are creating another group of minorities? I ask 
you…were the Lithuanians and the Latvians…the displaced persons of a generation 
ago…referred to as minorities? No. They finally blended into the society and became 
indistinguishable from the rest of us…Perhaps some of us were displaced persons. If any 
member of the D.P. group is sitting in this room right now I doubt if we could identify 
him. The reason? Of course, because he looks like us…Every one of these helps we are 
providing…and that we are here today to plan to continue to provide… are the very 
programs which will weaken them…which will in fact make them public charges in 
perpetuity and a minority group which will suffer as other minority groups have suffered 
in their lives among us…IF we were to do this [placing the resettlement program under 
the Department of Labor], perhaps we could even avoid the ultimate description of these 
people as minorities…we could avoid the double stigma of being public charges and 
members of a minority group.”304 
Shearer understood that Asian features made the Indochinese “perpetual foreigners.”305 No 
matter how many years they lived in the United States, Asian Americans would be looked at as 
being outsiders because of their physical differences from “Americans.” Shearer could not 
change the Indochinese refugees’ race. However, she could do her best to keep them off of 
welfare. 
 Initially, the Gateway initiative proved trying for all parties involved. Shearer knew the 
“shock waves which would go across the white community” for her agreement to the Gateway 
sponsorship in the first place.
306
 Accepting Vietnam War refugees had been controversial from 
the start. Even some supporters of Ray’s decision to bring refugees to Iowa disapproved of black 
sponsorship. They assumed that white hands would help assimilate the Indochinese to American 
life. So too did the Tai Dam. They had expectations of having white “American” sponsors and 
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living in nice “American” residences. The Tai Dam resettled in a Gateway apartment complex in 
the more rundown part of Des Moines, Iowa. Jack Spear reflected on the early 
misunderstandings between the Tai Dam and their African American sponsors, “The furnishings 
weren’t the best. When the families came in…they complained to their leaders.” The 
Indochinese asked their leaders and the Task Force if they could find someplace else to live. 
Spear remembered their desire to leave insulted the folks at Gateway, one of whom said, “We 
don’t want a bunch of racists living with us…They were pretty offended that these people did not 
want to live there.”307 The Gateway representatives’ charges of racism might have been justified. 
Dara Rasavanh came to Iowa as a young girl a few years after the first group of Tai Dam. 
She remembered “hearing horrible stories from our people that the black people are bad…oh do 
not go near them. That is a black neighborhood they will steal your stuff. They are bad people.” 
Rasavanh theorized that some Tai Dam may have feared African Americans because of physical 
size differences. The smaller Tai Dam wanted to warn their friends, but this warning passed 
along a negative stereotype of black people.
308
 In the early days of resettlement, the Tai Dam 
lacked information on African Americans. Nga Baccam and Neth Rasavanh mistakenly believed 
that all Americans were Caucasians before they arrived in the United States. Well before coming 
to the United States, some Tai Dam had formed attitudes about African soldiers in Southeast 
Asia, and their opinions of these African soldiers influenced their ideas and therefore 
relationships with African Americans in Iowa. For example, Khouang Luong associated blacks 
with soldiers in Laos, “When we saw a black, we called them French…a black French. I found 
out there are black Americans. So there are many kinds of blacks. I did not know anything about 
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Africa. I just called them French.”309 Houng Baccam admitted that he associated blacks with 
rudeness and violence. His initial opinions of African Americans had been molded by the image 
of African soldiers who served French imperialism in Indochina.
310
 
Europeans had long believed Africa to be a godless land populated by ferocious, lustful, 
and lazy savages well before the French colonial effort began there in the nineteenth-century. For 
example, even Enlightenment thinkers Voltaire and Montesquieu thought poorly of Africans. 
The French hoped to harness the supposed savagery of Africans when they created a battalion of 
African soldiers in 1857. These tirailleurs senegalais policed French possessions in Africa. 
Requiring less pay than white soldiers, having more resistance to tropical illnesses, and taking 
the blame for outbursts of colonial violence were amongst the advantages of employing these 
black fighters. By 1910, Colonel Charles Mangin lobbied the public to let African soldiers 
protect the French mainland. Several years later, the French played on the violent image of the 
African to her advantage by mobilizing the tirailleurs senegalais as shock troops against the 
Germans during World War I.
 311
 
In her article “French Officers, African Officers, and the Violent Image of African 
Colonial Soldiers”, Ruth Ginio examined the inherent tensions France experienced while 
employing black soldiers: “On the one hand, presenting African soldiers as primitive and 
naturally violent served French military interests, since it made them more menacing in the eyes 
of the enemies in Europe and in the empire. On the other hand, the soldiers were supposed to be 
living proof of the success of the French civilizing mission and the supremacy of French 
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colonialism over that of other nations.”312 By the interwar years, French colonial officials tried to 
replace the violent image of the African soldier with the image of them being children. However, 
World War II and conflict in Indochina witnessed a quick resurgence of the violent African 
soldier stereotype. In Indochina, sixty thousand soldats africains served in the French colonial 
army; according to Ginio, “Most served in small military posts located near villages and had 
relatively easy access to the local population.”313 The Central Office of African Affairs 
investigated a high number of complaints about black soldiers serving in Indochina from 1952-
1954. Tai Dam experiences with and stories about black soldiers, at least in a couple of 
instances, informed their early opinions of African Americans in Iowa. 
The tense start between the Tai Dam and their African American sponsors continued for 
both the Task Force and the Tai Dam. Richard Freeman recalled having to check Gateway’s 
books often.
314
 Rumors circulated that Gateway had diverted federal funds intended for refugees 
to fix up their apartment complex. In a memo to Kenneth Quinn, Shearer recounted how one 
refugee informed her that young black children had thrown rocks at Gateway Opportunity 
Center, causing panic amongst some Tai Dam. Shearer raced to Gateway, “We all feared it might 
be a reaction from the black community. I had to go and find out for myself…and I couldn’t trust 
hearing the story from a refugee who could hardly speak the language….and no rocks were 
thrown…and I learned that the black kids were only mad because they’d been sent home from 
the center because they were too noisy one night.” Shearer walked at the head of a column of 
frightened Tai Dam from their apartment to the Gateway Center to show that there was nothing 
to fear from the black community. When a Washington Post reporter asked to learn about any 
downside of Governor Ray’s resettlement initiative, Shearer advised him to go alone to Gateway 
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to investigate for himself. The reporter noted that the Tai Dam refugees sponsored by Gateway 
had been the happiest he encountered because they all lived together.
315
 Over time, the 
relationship between the Tai Dam and their Gateway sponsors improved. So too did Houng 
Baccam’s opinions of African Americans. He realized that African Americans were different 
than African soldiers. He laughed at his earlier opinion of blacks, a population he learned to 
work with and live next to amicably for many years. 
Spiritual Beliefs in a New Land 
 Both their new surroundings in Iowa and homeland histories have influenced Tai Dam 
spiritual beliefs in America. Since arriving in the state forty years ago, many Tai Dam have 
converted to Christianity for a multitude of reasons. Some Southeast Asian refugees felt 
pressured to convert by their Christian sponsors. However, many Tai Dam willingly attended 
church services out of respect for their sponsors, especially those who had done so much to aid 
their resettlement. For example, a teenaged Mike Rasavanh remembered church being a place to 
get help, and this sparked his interest in the faith. Under these circumstances, some Tai Dam 
became Christians, but in name only. They did not fully comprehend or believe in the Christian 
faith until years later, if ever. 
In addition to conversion to the faith of their sponsors, the Iowa climate influenced Tai 
Dam spiritual beliefs. Iowa State University researchers Sue Bell and Michael Whiteford studied 
Tai Dam health care practices in early 1980s Iowa.
316
 For this study, the researchers distributed 
surveys and did follow up interviews with fifty-two Tai Dam women. The women participants 
listed weather as being the main cause of illness in Iowa. Bell and Whiteford’s findings 
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conflicted with the earlier conclusion of French researcher P.B. LaFont. The Tai Dam he studied 
in 1950s Laos attributed supernatural spirits as the main cause of illness.
317
 Bell and Whiteford 
acknowledged that the Tai Dam who came to Iowa originally hailed from Vietnam and may have 
held different medical beliefs than the Tai Dam interviewed by LaFont in Laos. Additionally, 
Americanization and a lack of herbs and healers may have weakened traditional medical 
practices amongst the Tai Dam of Iowa. Also, the researchers suggested that maybe more Tai 
Dam believed in supernatural causes to illness but withheld these attitudes.
318
 It is highly likely 
that weather’s prominent role in illness causation amongst the Iowa Tai Dam can be attributed to 
the refugees moving from tropical Southeast Asia to Iowa’s four-seasoned climate. In addition to 
the changing seasons, the sheer range of Iowa weather would be difficult to adjust to and have 
the potential to reshape traditional attitudes about illness causation. In 1975, 70 degrees 
separated Vientiane’s low of 34 and high of 104 degrees. In 1976, 109 degrees separated Des 
Moines’ low of -12 and high of 97 degrees. 319 
Changes to Tai Dam spiritual beliefs in Iowa must be seen as a continuation of an earlier 
process. In fact, separation from the Twelve Tai Principalities and traditional farming had long 
disrupted the spiritual practices of the Tai Dam. In her homeland of Muang Sai, Nga Baccam’s 
father used to sacrifice a water buffalo to ensure a good harvest for the village. After the Tai 
Dam fled to Xiang Khoang, they no longer had access to good lands and livestock to perform 
these traditional ceremonies. Years later, the ceremonies returned but on a much smaller scale.
320
 
According to traditional healer Khouang Luong, “We dropped a lot of things. We prayed for 
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Earth Mother or Sky Father. Or before you go to somewhere, you pray first. Now we do not do 
that anymore.  If you went from town to town before, they would pray for the spirit ancestor to 
help him…we do not do that anymore.”321 As they became distanced from farming, the Tai Dam 
dropped ceremonies that ensured good harvest, though Luong knows of a family in Hawaii who 
still holds the old ceremonies for this very purpose. Luong himself is the personification of the 
diverse set of beliefs held by the Tai Dam because of their history of upheaval. In addition to 
being a traditional healer, he described himself as a Presbyterian Christian who attends a 
Buddhist temple. 
 In addition to sponsors, climate and occupation, the ethnic origins of the Tai Dam must 
be taken into account when studying why some converted to Christianity. Somphong Baccam is 
a practicing Christian, yet she still maintains an altar to her ancestors. Like so many others, she 
interprets Christianity through the lens of traditional Tai Dam beliefs. Venerating ancestors is 
like the Fifth Commandment requiring people to honor their parents; they do not worship their 
ancestors, but they honor them. She equates ancestor veneration to American Memorial Day. 
People visit cemeteries to talk to loved ones passed, but not to worship them.
322
 Siang Bachti, a 
member of the Catholic Church, has analyzed Tai Dam spiritual beliefs and tried to make 
comparisons to Christianity. The Tai Dam origin myth has gained credence for her because the 
Christian faith also describes a catastrophic flood.
323
 
Phuong Baccam and Dinh VanLo converted to Christianity, but their past experiences in 
Southeast Asia were part of the reason for their conversion. Phuong missed the communal living 
of his childhood. At mealtime, the entire family gathered together as one, and they all ate the 
same meal: sticky rice. In Iowa, he laments that family members eat at all different times of the 
                                                          
321
 Khouang Luong, interviewed by Matthew Walsh, 22 March 2014. 
322
 Somphong Baccam, interviewed by Matthew Walsh, 24 April 2014. 
323
 Siang Bachti, interviewed by Matthew Walsh, 3 February 2014. 
130 
 
 
day, and they eat all different types of foods. A sense of unity through community was an aspect 
of the Christian faith that appealed to Phuong. He disliked each Tai Dam family’s veneration 
their own relatives at different times throughout the year. He enjoys seeing diverse peoples from 
different areas gathering together for worship on Sundays; they are all unified in their faith in 
Christ.
324
 It would make sense that the biblical story of Joseph appealed to Dinh VanLo. Like 
Joseph, VanLo suffered from family separation. His father died at a young age, and Dinh’s 
mother remarried and moved away; “If you have no father you are nothing” in Tai Dam society. 
For twenty-years in Egypt, Joseph maintained his Israelite identity. Likewise, Dinh spent twenty 
years in Laos and maintained his Tai Dam identity. Like Joseph, “I was poor, I was nothing, and 
I wanted to be somebody who could help my people. Joseph is one of my idols. He goes to Egypt 
and helps out all of the people.”325 
 The Tai Dam’s encounter with Christianity helped some to rationalize their escape from 
communism, and Christianity helped some to cope with the lingering problems of wartime 
trauma. In 1975, Dara Rasavanh’s brother had been captured by the communists while crossing 
the border between Thailand and Laos. As a result, Dara’s mother refused to leave the country 
without her missing child. After receiving news of her brother’s death, the family decided to flee 
Laos in 1978. While in Sioux Center, Iowa, the family learned that her brother had survived and 
escaped communist captivity, “That is how my parents became Christians because they had just 
started praying for him, and it was not too long until we heard from him so that is why they 
believed that God answered their prayers.”326 Neth converted because she believes that a higher 
power guided her and fellow Tai Dam from their many wartime troubles. Similarly, Nga Baccam 
says praying helps her fall asleep at night.  
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Although conversion to Christianity helped some Tai Dam cope with traumatic pasts, 
their conversion still resulted in some tensions in the Tai Dam community. The Tai Dam had 
long privileged maintaining their identity while in Laos. Some Tai Dam believed failure to 
worship ancestors and conversion to Christianity represented an assault upon Tai Dam identity. 
For example, Dinh VanLo’s relative questioned whether or not Dinh could oversee traditional 
funerary rites for a loved one because he had converted to Christianity.
327
 Mike Rasavanh, 
currently a pastor at LifeSong Open Bible Church in Des Moines, Iowa, recounted his father 
Duc’s near death experience a few years ago. Duc’s near death experience demonstrated the 
anxieties that conversion to Christianity could bring about. Duc dreamt that he had traveled up to 
heaven. There, he found an angelic figure behind a gate, but he and other Tai Dam could not get 
in because they had not fully accepted Christ. After this near death experience, Duc testified to 
fellow parishioners. His experience reinforced his belief in Christ, and his faith in God helped 
him prepare for his last days in his new land.
328
 
Agency Beyond the Agency 
 The IRSC deserves some credit for the successful resettlement of the Tai Dam. Success 
may be defined in many different ways. Lower numbers of Tai Dam went onto welfare and many 
more bought homes than other Indochinese refugee groups throughout the state. Additionally, no 
major conflicts between the general populace and the refugee community occurred. In the 
Galveston Bay Area of Texas in 1979, competition between local white and Vietnamese 
fishermen led to an alteration that left one Texan dead and Ku Klux Klansmen rallying in the 
streets. That same year, Denver, Colorado, witnessed a heated housing dispute between the 
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Indochinese and Mexican Americans.
329
 Part of this success lay in the role of Governor Ray in 
advocating for refugees and using the weight of his office to promote their successful 
resettlement throughout the state. Additionally, partnerships with Job Service and the 
Department of Instruction, and novel programs like volunteer tutoring helped the Tai Dam 
adjust. Yet, the Iowa Refugee Service Center resettled the Hmong using similar methods, but 
they did not have the same success with this group. Part of the reason for this explanation lay in 
the historic experiences and backgrounds of each group. Many of the Tai Dam who arrived in 
Iowa had experienced urban living and had obtained literacy in a language. They also held a 
diverse array of jobs in Southeast Asia. Likewise, the Tai Dam transitioned to Iowa well because 
they had migrated before. By the time Ray agreed to bring the Tai Dam to Iowa, the group had 
become “professional refugees.” In fact, the Tai Dam relocated to Laos before USAID began 
supporting similar flights from communism. No such thing as welfare existed for the group in 
Laos. 
In their many upheavals from the Tai Federation to Hanoi to Xiang Khoang to Vientiane 
to Nong Khai to Iowa, family support and making do helped them through these trying times. 
Family separation always haunted the Tai Dam, as recalled by Houng Baccam in 1981:  
When I was young, the same age as my older son, my father showed to me a picture in 
the newspaper of orphan kids victimized by the Korean War in 1951. He was scared 
about family separation like in the picture. In 1952, we fled our country to North 
Vietnam. When North Vietnam became communist, we fled to the country of Laos. In 
1975, on the eve of South Vietnam’s collapse to the communists, it happened to me to see 
on the Time Magazine a picture published on the cover---two Vietnamese children in the 
baby-lift program. I showed the picture to my children, the same as my father did 24 
years ago. I was scared with the same feeling like my father. In May 1975, I had to take 
my family across the Mekong River to escape communism in Laos…Only Gov. Robert 
Ray responded to our appeal by accepting the first Tai Dam group into Iowa. Six hundred 
were accepted by Iowa. The rest remained in the camp and many families were separated. 
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Left behind were close relatives such as parents, grandparents, sons, daughters, brothers, 
sisters, etc.
330
 
 
Whereas the state had the goal of keeping refugees off of welfare, the refugees had the goal of 
aiding and reuniting with family members who had been left behind. Their desire to help and 
reunite with family left in Southeast Asia best explains why Tai Dam went to work so willingly 
in the early years of resettlement. They needed extra income for their families in Iowa, but they 
also took any job offered and worked hard to help their relatives in Nong Khai. From their very 
arrival in November of 1975, these refugees thought about their loved ones still languishing at 
the refugee camp. Siang Bachti remembered thinking that the leafless Iowa trees were dead, and 
these trees could have provided so much needed firewood to loved ones back in Thailand.
331
 
They sent money to family and friends. When Nong Khai burned to the ground a few years later, 
the Tai Dam pooled their resources and sent assistance.  
Ray had agreed to bring in hundreds of Tai Dam, but there had been no guarantee that all 
of the others back at Nong Khai would be able to join them. The Tai Dam wanted there to be no 
doubts about their worthiness of being resettled in Iowa. The refugees often refused welfare 
benefits they qualified for because they feared their acceptance of this assistance would prevent 
their loved ones from joining them.
 332
 They accepted dead-end jobs and wrote to Governor Ray 
and the State Department in the hopes of bringing more of their loved ones to Iowa. Their 
aggressive campaigning to be resettled as a group had resulted in Ray accepting them as 
refugees, and once in Iowa, their hard work persuaded the Governor to bring in more Tai Dam. 
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Overall, the state’s experience with the Tai Dam went smoothly. This influenced Ray’s decision 
to take action when confronted by another Indochinese refugee crisis January of 1979. 
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CHAPTER 6.  THE BOAT PEOPLE COME TO IOWA 
 During its first two year contract with the State Department, the Iowa Refugee Service 
Center resettled 1,200 Tai Dam. By the late 1970s, the state’s Tai Dam project neared its end. 
For fiscal year 1978, the IRSC resettled 179 refugees, most of whom were Tai Dam reuniting 
with family. IRSC officials anticipated bringing in another two hundred refugees for fiscal year 
1979, but a humanitarian disaster caused Governor Ray to amend this number.
333
 In its 
haphazard exit from Vietnam, the United States left behind many former allies. The communists 
sought to “reeducate” all who had collaborated with the Americans. Fear of reprisals along with 
economic and political factors resulted in a mass exodus from Vietnam. Refugees packed onto 
small vessels and took to the sea to escape communism. Seeing the plight of these refugees 
compelled Ray to announce in January of 1979 that Iowa planned to admit an additional 1,500 
Indochinese refugees, but the Tai Dam also influenced the Governor’s decision to bring in more 
refugees. 
In addition to Ray’s formation of his own resettlement agency, the Governor’s 
acceptance of the boat people demonstrated once again how he influenced Indochinese refugee 
policy more than any other governor in the nation. In fact, some Iowans who opposed additional 
intake of refugees questioned whether or not Ray had the power to make this decision. In their 
letters to the Governor, Iowans opposed resettling the boat people for a myriad of reasons: 
economic competition, racial animosity, and the bitter legacy of the controversial Vietnam War 
figured most prominently in their letters. Some Iowans favored Ray’s increasing refugee intake 
out of a sense of guilt over the abandonment of former Vietnamese allies. Other Iowans 
supported resettlement because of their Judeo-Christian beliefs and or personal experiences with 
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Southeast Asians. Many Iowans took pride in their Governor’s humanitarian efforts on behalf of 
their state. 
Forgotten Allies 
 The United States delayed the evacuation of Saigon until late April of 1975. They feared 
news of an exit plan might leak to the public, which would have caused a panic and therefore 
quicker collapse of the South. Ultimately, about 130,000 Vietnamese fled South Vietnam for the 
United States that April. However, the delayed and chaotic U.S. exit resulted in many former 
allies being abandoned. When evacuation efforts ceased on May 1, 1975, the United States left 
behind as many as 30,000 agents trained by the Central Intelligence Agency for the Phoenix 
program and over one and a half million soldiers, policemen, and public officials of the toppled 
Republic of Vietnam.
334
 To make matters worse, the communists obtained American computer 
data containing the list of thousands of the United States’ Vietnamese allies. After the 
communists seized power, over 200,000 political and military figures who had cooperated with 
the United States went to reeducation camps.
335
 Dau Truong of Davenport, Iowa, was just one of 
the many Vietnamese punished for working with the Americans. 
 Dau Truong served as an interpreter for Marine Lt. John Judge of Albia, Iowa. The two 
men worked for the C.I.A.'s Revolutionary Development Cadre program with the objective of 
improving village infrastructure and assisting with village security. Dau also worked for the 
Provisional Reconnaissance Unit under the C.I.A.’s famous Phoenix program. His mission was 
to infiltrate and eliminate Vietcong infrastructure near I-Corps.
 336
  As the war ended and the 
communists advanced South, Dau’s wife Thuong burned all of his American service related 
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documents. Unfortunately, the communists still discovered Dau had worked for the U.S. 
military. 
As punishment for aiding the Americans, Dau toiled in a reeducation camp for seven 
years. The communists oversaw these prison camps which were often located in mountainous 
regions throughout Vietnam. Prisoners worked eight hours per day clearing forests and 
harvesting crops. Indoctrination sessions often followed work. Detainees received a meagre daily 
ration of three or four bowls of rice.
337
 Hunger ravaged the prisoners who scavenged for food. 
For the foragers grasshoppers became a delicacy. Consuming anything that seemed edible, 
prisoners often fell ill with stomach aches. They drank detergent to ease their pain. Many never 
made it out of these camps. Dau remembered this difficult time in his life, “It was very hard 
control. Sometimes we worked under bad weather and most of the people did not eat enough, but 
we worked eight hours in the fields. We had to go to the forests to cut the trees to build houses. 
In my camp there were over a thousand people…It was a very bad situation.”338   
Dau survived his imprisonment with the aid of his dutiful wife Thuong. In addition to 
taking care of their children during his absence, Thuong also helped her husband survive 
reeducation. She walked long distances to sell items on Vietnam’s black market. With her extra 
income, Thuong purchased supplemental rations and brought them to her husband in the camp. 
After Dau left reeducation, the communists kept a close watch over him, and they initially 
refused to let him go back to his hometown in Tam Ky. Later, he moved to Saigon and worked 
as a waiter and interpreter at a friend’s restaurant. In Saigon, he planned to escape the country as 
so many others had done while he was away in camp.
339
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Explaining the Exodus 
 Other than northerners who had migrated to South Vietnam over the years, many 
southerners lacked information about communism. Initially, many families happily reunited and 
enjoyed the conclusion of the war. However, the joy lasted only a short while as the communists 
gained control over the South. Kiet Tran, an ethnic Chinese born in Saigon, recalled learning 
about the bizarre workings of the new government. 
We did not know about communism. After about one year they gave every family a 
paper. They told you to record what you have—diamonds—everything. If you have never 
experienced communism, it scared the hell out of you and your family. They sent out all 
of the young people…and they handed you the paper and your family had to fill out I 
have twenty ounces of gold, diamonds, whatever. They say it is for your sake the 
government will keep [your possessions] for you. Everybody ran away and hid their 
things… After the report, they suspected you. ‘You are lying. You did not report.’ And 
they sent twenty people to search. They took everything out to see if you hid something. 
If they found something, you are going to jail… Every family was confused in this 
society.
340
 
 
The Hoa, or ethnic Chinese in Vietnam, numbered about 1.7 million, and 1.4 million of these 
lived in South Vietnam. Because of their heavy involvement in the South’s business sector, 
communist economic policies adversely affected the ethnic Chinese community the most. As the 
communists gained control, Hoa private businesses collapsed. On March 23, 1978, the 
government closed thousands of businesses and confiscated their assets.
341
 Kiet Tran’s father 
owned a restaurant in Saigon, but by 1978 the family business shut down. If not a communist 
insider, people in Saigon lacked job opportunities, “You just walked around and sold everything 
so you can eat,” reflected Tran. Kiet also found it odd that the government changed the currency 
so frequently. When the people went to exchange their old money for the new currency, 
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communists accused those with money of robbing the people, and they threw them in jail for 
their treachery.
342
 
 In the past, Vietnam had been one of the world’s top rice producers. From 1976 to 1978, 
Vietnam’s per capita rice availability declined from 159 kilograms to just 129.343 Part of this can 
be blamed on the economic policies of the communists. Farmers lacked incentives to produce 
crops. The government promised cash for their crops but instead handed farmers IOUs. 
Authorities told farmers to take these IOUs to the local communist party office for cash, but 
many refused out of fear of being arrested as “exploitative capitalists.”344 Even the heavens 
seemed to conspire against Vietnam. From July through October of 1978, typhoons and flooding 
damaged agricultural output.
345
 Then a young school student from Saigon, Vinh Nguyen 
remembered the economic situation deteriorating soon after the communists seized power.  
Vinh’s diet noticeably worsened. He recalled bread lines and a meagre monthly ration of one 
pound of meat for an entire family. Vinh and many others endured this change in lifestyle 
because, “When we were young, we did not realize it because the propaganda at that time was 
we were rebuilding the country. We did not know any better.”346 
 Kiet Tran and Vinh Nguyen soon learned that their new government observed their every 
move. Tran remembered youngsters wearing AK-47s and watching over him in the streets. Vinh 
Nguyen recalled being one of the watchers in this society, “When we were young, we were 
trained to be the listeners. I went to the market, and I pretended to be out there buying stuff, but 
my job was to listen to people to see if anybody was talking about organizing an escape.” In 
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school, communists indoctrinated youngsters. Children wore red scarves, stared at portraits of 
communist heroes, and everybody joined clubs such as Ho Chi Minh Vanguard Youth. As they 
came of age, Nguyen and his peers soon learned about the realities of communism, “We began to 
understand we were being controlled but had no control. I am watching you and you are 
watching me. Somebody else is watching us.”347 
In addition to economic factors and a dislike of the new communist regime, Vietnam’s 
conflict with Cambodia and China created a panicked atmosphere that compelled many to flee. 
Vietnamese support had been integral to the establishment of the communist Khmer People’s 
Revolutionary Party in the early 1950s. After the 1954 Geneva Accords divided Vietnam in two, 
nearly half of the 2,000 KPRP’s officials went to communist North Vietnam.  By the 1960s, a rift 
emerged between Cambodian communists who had studied in Vietnam and or adhered to 
Vietnamese advice and those who detested Vietnamese influence over the revolutionary path of 
Cambodia. Ultimately, Pol Pot’s anti-Vietnamese faction prevailed.348 Scholar Ben Kiernan has 
emphasized the racist tone of the Cambodian revolution which resulted in the ethnic-cleansing of 
Vietnamese and other non-Khmer.
349
 As Vietnam’s relationship with the Khmer Rouge soured, 
border warfare broke out by April of 1975. On Christmas Day of 1978, the Vietnamese led an 
invasion of Cambodia and placed Heng Samrin into power. 
Vietnam invaded Cambodia in part because it feared a two front war with Cambodia and 
China. Vietnam had long feared the power of her northern neighbor. The roots of Vietnamese 
nationalism can be found in resistance to Chinese dominance. As World War II neared its 
conclusion, the French, Vietminh, and Chinese competed for influence over Vietnam. Ho Chi 
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Minh preferred to deal with the French because of Vietnam’s long history of being dominated by 
China. Ho once said, “I would rather sniff French shit for five years than eat Chinese for a 
thousand.”350 Though both adhered to the same political doctrine, tensions between communist 
Vietnam and China soon emerged. A rift in the communist bloc occurred after Nikita Khruschev 
denounced Stalinism in 1956. Khruschev’s de-Stalinization resulted in the deterioration of the 
Soviet Union’s relationship with China. The Soviets withdrew their technicians from China and 
began courting a closer relationship with Vietnam. Eventually, the Soviets and Vietnamese 
formed an alliance in opposition to the Chinese and the Cambodians. When Vietnam invaded 
Cambodia, China responded by attacking northern Vietnam in February of 1979. 
The reasons for the exodus out of Vietnam were many. Former allies of the Americans 
lived marginal lives in Vietnam. They and their families faced imprisonment in reeducation 
camps and discrimination. Those with American ties were refused jobs and barred from 
university training. Communist economic policies caused great hardships for many, especially 
the Hoa. As their relationship with China worsened, so too did Vietnamese treatment of her 
ethnic Chinese population. The Vietnamese communists viewed the Hoa living within their 
borders as a fifth column ready to support China when called upon. As a result, many Chinese 
lost their jobs. Vietnam’s communist state also sought to conscript young men into her ever 
growing military as border warfare with Cambodia and China commenced. In addition to job 
loss and conscription, the state relocated some Chinese and former political prisoners to New 
Economic Zones. There, they performed labor on isolated agricultural communes. Many Hoa 
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from the city viewed relocation to New Economic Zones as a death sentence.
351
 For these 
reasons, hundreds of thousands like Kiet Tran and Vinh Nguyen took to the sea to escape. 
The Long Voyage to Iowa 
 Kiet Tran and Vinh Nguyen recalled their decision to flee Vietnam. In Saigon, Kiet’s 
brother worked for the Bank of Tokyo. In 1977, the communists arrested his brother for 
involvement with the CIA. This sent Kiet into a panic, “After they took my brother, I dared not 
go home. If I go home, they are going to catch me too. So I lived around the city. [I stayed with] 
this friend one week this friend another week. Then, I looked for some way to escape on some 
boat.”352 Vinh’s family decided that he should try to leave because he did not have a family of 
his own. If he failed, Vinh’s capture would have caused the least amount of hardship to family 
members.  
In order to escape, Kiet and Vinh entered a duplicitous market where people tried to buy 
their way out of Vietnam. For this, Kiet and Vinh relied on relatives for financial support. In July 
of 1979, the State Department estimated one adult needed 7.26 to 12 ounces of gold to buy one 
place on a ship. The State Department’s report Vietnam’s Refugee Machine accused the 
Vietnamese government of profiting from this refugee trade. The Public Security Bureau 
approved passenger lists, collected fees, and arranged departures of boats. The Far East 
Economic Review estimated that Vietnam’s government made $115 million off of the boat 
people trade in 1978 alone. Quite often Hoa formerly in private enterprise in the South served as 
the middlemen for the boat people and the government. These middlemen negotiated the exit 
price to be paid and procured the boats, most of which ranged from about fifteen to twenty-five 
                                                          
351
 State Department Report, Vietnam’s Refugee Machine, 20 July 1979, pg. 1-2, in Ray Papers, General 1: Refugee 
Reports-1980. 
352
 Kiet Tran, interviewed by Matthew Walsh, 15 May 2014. 
143 
 
 
meters in length.
353
 At every step, boat people might be swindled out of their money. The 
political police sometimes collected gold and then refused to let the buyer leave. Coastal patrols 
stopped boats and demanded additional payments. Furthermore, middlemen conned boat people 
out of their gold. In his first attempt at escape, Kiet Tran dealt with tricksters who took his 
deposit, but never showed up at the rendezvous point. Vinh Nguyen remembered the 
nervousness of leaving, “We left my life up to somebody I did not know, but that was how it 
worked.”354 Yet for all of its troubles, finding a way onto a boat proved far easier than the ordeal 
that occurred while at sea. 
 In 1978, Kiet Tran left Vietnam in a ship he estimated to be about eleven meters in size. 
Seventy-one persons of ethnic-Chinese descent, including Kiet’s sister and nephew, packed into 
this small boat. During their trip, boat people lived at the mercy of the sea and the disposition of 
those they encountered on it. Kiet’s group desired to sail to Malaysia because Thailand held a 
poor reputation for keeping refugees in camps for many years. However, those aboard did not 
understand navigation. “We just drove around and around in the Thailand Bay. Our boat was 
leaking water. All these people tried to put the water away and finally we met a Thailand fishing 
vessel, but the Thailand fishing boat was Chinese. They had M-16s…but they were real good.” 
The Thailand fishermen gave Kiet’s group directions to an oil rig. As the boat neared its 
destination, Tran remembered seeing a huge fire in the middle of the ocean. An American 
oversaw the operation of the rig, but many Chinese worked there as engineers. Employees at the 
oil refinery called the Malaysian Navy which picked up the refugees. Tran spent about one week 
at sea, “Everybody got sick…when you got off the ship you could not eat anything. All threw 
up…Our ship made it safe. We were lucky it was a Thailand peace boat but a lot of Thailand 
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‘peace boats’ robbed and raped those women and kidnapped them to sale…We were lucky or 
else all would have died in the ocean…A lot of people died in the sea. A lot.”355 
 In comparison to Kiet Tran, a worse fate awaited Vinh Nguyen’s group while at sea. 
Pirates viewed the boat people as easy targets; these refugees carried on their persons whatever 
wealth they managed to retain after paying to exit Vietnam. Vinh recounted the hardship endured 
by the roughly 135 members of his boat: 
We got robbed and raped and caught by the local fishermen many times. One time we got 
stopped by real pirates…but I tell you this—the very last time we got robbed---just 
imagine this---when you are being robbed and raped by somebody and you cry [for those 
who are harming you]  can you imagine how bad they looked…We were not human at 
that time after so many days of being robbed and raped and tortured and stripped 
naked…I guess many of them who were fishermen at the time probably would not have a 
day of good sleep in their conscience. It was really tough, and we were not the only 
boat.
356
 
 
In spite of experiencing such trauma, Vinh still considered himself lucky, “Statistically, half of 
the Vietnamese who escaped by boat died. So I am lucky. It is all luck.”357 Estimates on the 
number of boat people fatalities differ. Political scientist R.J. Rummel estimated that 500,000 
boat people perished, but the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees stated that about 
250,000 boat people died and 929,600 found safe haven.
358
 Regardless of the actual number of 
deaths, the boat people’s suffering was incalculable. 
 Even after landfall, survivors such as Vinh Nguyen and Kiet Tran still witnessed 
traumatic events while awaiting resettlement abroad. At Sonkla, Thailand, Vinh recalled the 
difficult decision facing many women, “We saw people being carried to the camp who could not 
even walk they had been raped so badly so many times. They had to take medication so they did 
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not carry the pregnancy…It is sad but a few people carried the pregnancy through. They did not 
have the heart to kill the baby.”359 Southeast Asian nations of first asylum often despised 
refugees for overwhelming their limited resources. Some villagers stoned to death incoming boat 
people; the impoverished villagers resented their nation’s having to take care of these illegal 
aliens. The boat people also presented potential security threats to Southeast Asian governments 
that feared communist infiltration. As a result, the naval and police forces of Singapore, 
Thailand, and Malaysia all turned some boat people away from landing at one time or another. 
Sailors might have offered food, drink, and or repairs to distressed boat people, but they still 
towed these vessels back to sea. While a refugee at Palau Bidong, Malaysia, Kiet remembered 
the navy firing shots at unauthorized boats, “We saw a lot of ships. If they wanted to get on the 
island, the policemen fired at you, and the people were scared and ran away. Next thing all those 
died in the ocean.”  Kiet guessed about two or three thousand refugees lived at the island camp 
of Palau Bidong upon his arrival. By the time he left in April of 1979, the number had risen into 
the tens of thousands. At his tightly packed camp, sanitation became a problem, “A lot of people 
sat there and died…too many people.”360 As January 1979 approached, nearly 62,000 boat 
people awaited resettlement in refugee camps throughout Southeast Asia.
361
 
Ray Takes Action Once Again 
 As the boat people crisis unfolded, a talented aide began working for Governor Ray’s 
refugee resettlement initiative. Kenneth Quinn met Ray through the Tai Dam project. To 
celebrate their first year in Iowa, the Tai Dam held a freedom festival in November of 1976. 
Governor Ray invited Gerald Ford to the event, but the President could not attend and sent Quinn 
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in his place. Quinn worked as a Foreign Service diplomat in Vietnam from 1968 until 1974, and 
he had served under Henry Kissinger and Richard Holbrook in the National Security Council and 
the State Department. Being raised in Dubuque, Iowa, and specializing in Southeast Asian affairs 
resulted in Quinn taking an early and special interest in Iowa’s resettlement program. 
Appreciating Quinn’s expertise on refugee issues, Ray began recruiting him after the two men 
met at the Tai Dam festival. In September of 1978, Quinn started working with Iowa officials 
while on loan from the State Department.
362
 Though Quinn and Colleen Shearer had kept the 
Governor informed of the escalating crisis, it took seeing the tragedy unfold on camera to compel 
the Governor to take action.
363
 
In January of 1979, Governor Ray planned to end his workday after attending a Drake 
University basketball game, but Quinn urged the Governor to return to the office to watch a 60 
Minutes special on the boat people. Ed Bradley’s powerful report provided a glimpse into some 
of the hardships suffered by the boat people as they landed in Malaysia. Frightened children 
screamed while being pulled from the sea, and exhausted adults collapsed to the ground and gave 
thanks that they had survived. Bradley spoke of how some boat people had been stoned to death 
by Malaysians, and many others had been turned away by the police. The boat people profiled in 
the 60 Minutes report ended up at the island of Palau Bidong. At this camp, tens of thousands of 
refugees lived in a densely packed area less than one square kilometer in size.
364
 Many of these 
refugees appeared on camera while a spokesman pleaded to Bradley for the United States to 
accept them as refugees, “We hope we will get the help of the government of the United States. 
Please help us to survive so that one day we can live in freedom again as you all. The United 
States is our only hope.” 
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On January 17, 1979, Governor Ray announced through a press release that the Iowa 
Refugee Service Center planned to resettle an additional 1,500 Indochinese refugees. Ray cited 
the 60 Minutes broadcast as being the catalyst for his decision. The Governor believed these 
refugees deserved resettlement in the United States after fleeing communist rule, and Americans 
had a moral obligation to help save lives. Drawing on state pride, the Governor pronounced, 
“Iowa is not only a state in the heart of the nation, but also a state with a heart.” As a nation 
comprised of immigrants, Ray asked Iowans to empathize with the boat people by asking 
themselves what “if their immigrant forefathers had been denied entry to the country.”365 As the 
decision to bring in more Indochinese refugees unfolded, Colleen Shearer worried that 
America’s Vietnam War guilt had waned. In her opinion, this guilt had been one of the primary 
motivators for Americans to support Indochinese resettlement. She confided in Quinn, “My gut 
feeling is that it’s going to be a tough battle this time around.”366 She was right. 
Opponents of Resettlement 
All of the Governor’s aides received mail, but after the boat people announcement, no 
aide received more mail than Kenneth Quinn. He remembered, “We were flooded with letters. 
They all would come to me. I had a pile this high of those who liked it, and honestly, the pile of 
those who opposed was about the same height.”367 On September 30, 1979, the Des Moines 
Register published the results of a poll that asked Iowans the following question: “Do you favor 
or oppose the resettlement of the ‘boat people’ in Iowa?” Whereas only forty percent of Iowans 
favored resettlement, a majority of fifty-one percent of respondents opposed the Governor’s 
decision. Shearer tried to interpret the poll results with optimism by comparing them to an earlier 
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poll. In August of 1975, the Des Moines Register had asked Iowans if they approved or 
disapproved bringing South Vietnamese to the United States. Forty-one percent of those polled 
favored and fifty-one percent opposed resettlement. Shearer believed holding the same level of 
support four years after the controversial war represented a win.
368
 
From the collapse of Saigon through the boat people crisis, Iowans opposed resettling 
Indochinese refugees for similar reasons, but a closer comparison of the two polls reveals a 
decline in support for resettlement. According to the 1975 poll of 600 individuals, lower class, 
elderly, and rural Iowans were most likely to oppose resettlement. Sixty-four percent of Iowans 
who made $10,000 a year or more favored resettlement whereas only forty-six percent of Iowans 
who made less than $5,000 a year favored resettlement. In addition to annual earnings, elderly 
and rural Iowans usually desired a closed door policy to the Indochinese. In fact, only forty-eight 
percent of elderly Iowans polled favored resettlement in comparison to the 70 percent of Iowans 
aged eighteen to twenty-four. Only forty-five percent of Iowans living in rural communities 
approved of resettlement in comparison to sixty-five percent of Iowans living in large cities.
369
  
This same demographic---lower class, elderly, and rural Iowans---also figured 
prominently in the fifty-one percent of Iowans who opposed resettlement of the boat people in 
1979. Although the 1975 poll also revealed that fifty-one percent of Iowans opposed bringing 
South Vietnamese to the United States, nearly sixty-percent of Iowans stated they would 
welcome Vietnamese who resettled in their local communities. In contrast, the 1979 poll showed 
that only forty-percent of Iowans would welcome Indochinese to Iowa. Also, three out of ten 
Iowans wanted to prevent all boat people from coming to Iowa, but only one in ten favored 
bringing in greater numbers of boat people. Though public support for Indochinese resettlement 
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in Iowa appeared to have declined, Iowans still approved of resettlement in greater numbers than 
the national average.
370
 
Questioning the Governor’s Power 
Many Iowans questioned Governor Ray’s power to admit refugees. In the 1970s, the 
president decided how many and which refugees to parole to the United States, Congress 
allocated special funding for their support, and voluntary agencies resettled these refugees in 
states without input from their governors. From start to finish, the workings of American refugee 
policy left the nation’s governors feeling powerless. In 1975, Ray had established his own state 
refugee resettlement agency in part to gain some measure of control over this federally 
dominated process. However, the very same frustrations and powerlessness that Ray once felt 
simply shifted to some of the citizens he governed. Mrs. Phyllis Hansen opposed resettlement 
because the decision had not been made democratically, “I question your right to offer to relocate 
these people to Iowa. I think it should be decided by the people in the state…by those already in 
our country who need our help…but most certainly not you as an individual.”371  
Ray Ford of Des Moines, Iowa, concurred with Mrs. Hansen’s opinion. Ford thought Ray 
acted out of self-promotion, not the best interests of Iowans. “I question if you are really doing 
something that the people want you to do or if you are trying to build a name for Robert D. 
Ray?”372 In June of 1976, Ray had helped write the Republican Party’s platform at their national 
convention in Kansas City. Serving as chairman of the platform committee showcased Ray’s 
political ability, and many Republicans began to see Iowa’s Governor as a viable Vice 
Presidential candidate for Gerald Ford. However, Ford eventually chose Robert Dole as his 
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running mate, and the pair lost a close election to Jimmy Carter and Walter Mondale. Critics of 
Ray as a Vice Presidential candidate noted that the Governor did not have international 
experience. The question of whether or not Ray became involved in refugee affairs to make 
himself a more appealing candidate for higher office is a fair one, but it must be noted that Ray 
never actively campaigned to join Ford’s ticket. Ray believed if Ford wanted him to join the 
ticket, Ford would have asked him.
373
 In addition, the Governor had already started a refugee 
resettlement agency in 1975, nearly one year before the Republican National Convention and 
Vice Presidential rumors circulated. Still, the Governor’s involvement in international affairs 
angered some Iowans who felt Ray to be out of touch with his constituents. Mrs. Alice Hemsted, 
a struggling farmer from Hills, Iowa, had been a longtime Ray supporter, but she wrote to inform 
him he had lost her vote because, “You have outgrown Iowa” by focusing on international 
affairs.
374
 Similarly, E.B. Fredrickson, a retiree from Onawa, Iowa, demanded that Ray realize 
Iowans disapproved of resettlement before he ran off to try to become president.
375
 Alan Bulluck 
of Waterloo, Iowa, addressed the Governor as “Ambassador Ray” because he gallivanted across 
Southeast Asia and Europe to attend to international refugee affairs instead of the needs of 
Iowans. Bullock argued that Ray should help alleviate the plight of Iowa’s rural poor.376 
The Hidden Poor of Rural Iowa 
In the hundreds of letters mailed to the Governor’s Office, economic considerations 
appeared with the greatest frequency for those opposed to resettling Indochinese refugees. These 
correspondents argued that charity must begin at home. In October of 1976, the American 
Friend’s Service Committee labeled Iowa a “failure to feed” state because seventy-eight percent 
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of Iowans eligible for food stamps had not been enrolled into the program. Shortly after the 
Governor’s decision to admit 1,500 additional refugees, Sherry Ricchiardi of the Des Moines 
Register started profiling rural poverty throughout the state. In her moving article, “The Hidden 
Poor of Rural Iowa,” readers confronted images of hungry blond-haired and blue-eyed children 
in their own backyards. Kevin Beauvais, the Director of the Woodbury County Community 
Action Agency, tried to promote awareness by speaking to Ricchiardi: “To most Iowans, the 
poor are the boat people of Southeast Asia, or natives on the dark continent of Africa. They don’t 
realize it’s the Widow Jones out in the boondocks of Iowa who might not have enough to eat. 
The great majority of Iowans are totally unaware of the rural poverty in this state.” According to 
the U.S. Census Bureau, seventy-two percent of Iowa’s poor lived in rural communities. Only 
twelve states registered a higher rural poor population than Iowa’s 225,000.377 Decatur County 
had ranked as one of the poorest fifteen counties in the United States, and the 1979 census stated 
that roughly one in five residents of Davis, Decatur, and Ringgold Counties lived in poverty.
378
 
For her articles, Ricchiardi spoke with representatives from Iowa’s Community Action 
Agencies. Workers for these nineteen federally funded agencies provided social services to the 
rural community, and they shared their “horror stories” related to the rural poor. One elderly and 
physically disabled man lived in a small shed in the middle of a farmer’s pig lot. He survived on 
a Social Security income of $114 per month and by working odd jobs for area farmers. Without 
electricity or running water, the man remarked that even the dogs on these farms lived in better 
circumstances. One elderly woman ate dog food to save money for fuel for the upcoming winter. 
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She maintained $900 in her bank account at all times to spare her the shame of having a county 
burial.
379
 
The impoverished rural Iowans profiled by Ricchiardi all felt the stigma of being poor, 
yet the author portrayed them as proud and resourceful individuals worth helping.
 
The destitute 
often went without assistance because they did not know they qualified for it, or they refused aid 
because of shame or mistreatment by county welfare workers.
 
Additionally, religious institutions 
failed to aid the destitute in their communities. Many rural poor could not attend church because 
they lacked transportation. Others refused to attend services because they felt embarrassed 
wearing ragged clothing and being unable to donate to the church collection plate. Rural pastors, 
overburdened with serving multiple congregations and working part-time jobs, failed to take a 
leading role in ameliorating rural poverty.
380
 According to the author, these Iowans often fell into 
abject poverty because of divorces, deaths, and or accidents, not because of laziness; the rural 
poor were more likely to be employed than their urban counterparts.
381
 Many Iowans found the 
rural poor in their own backyards to be more deserving of assistance than the foreign 
Indochinese refugees. 
Elderly in an Uproar 
The elderly and their supporters represented the most vocal segment of Iowans who 
criticized Ray’s decision to admit 1,500 additional refugees. Out of all of the negative 
correspondence received by the Governor’s Office, elderly women proved to be the most 
forceful opponents of resettlement. According to data from the National Rural Center in 
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Washington, DC, elderly Americans had high representation amongst the rural poor, and elderly 
females comprised the largest number of rural poor living alone.
382 
 Whether they lived alone or 
with spouses, elderly women often performed household budgeting duties. When their bills 
outpaced their limited income, they wrote their governor in protest. 
Class tensions appeared in the letters elderly females sent to Ray. In their opinion, the 
governor seemed out of touch with Iowans’ disapproval of resettlement, and Ray’s upper-class 
status prevented him from empathizing with the financial woes faced by the elderly. Mrs. Hugh 
McLean of Traer, Iowa, wondered why the government “taxed to death” McLean and other 
average Iowans. She charged Ray with “sitting there pretty easy” in his governor’s chair while 
the elderly lived on a sparse income.
383
 Etta Sluter compared Ray’s large $60,000 a year salary to 
her struggle to survive on a meagre $122 monthly Social Security check.
384
 Mrs. Estella Jones of 
Dakota City, Iowa, made a similar comparison. Ray and other government officials received 
large salaries, but elderly Iowans had to live on monthly grocery budgets less than what Ray and 
other politicians received in daily stipends for their numerous travels.
385
 
For the elderly women who wrote to Ray, it came down to a question of fairness. In their 
opinion, aged Iowans deserved better treatment than foreigners. Mrs. Estella Jones stated, “I 
know elderly people who have lived here all of their lives, and they live in shacks not as good as 
the average garage or chicken house---nobody seems to care about them, but we are asked to 
take people from their countries and help them.”386 Vesta Rhea of Sumner, Iowa, demanded that 
Ray’s humanitarian efforts serve native Iowans instead of foreigners. In her shaky penmanship, 
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the eighty-four year old commented, “I seen you looking at the dead in China. You could of seen 
dead in Iowa last winter when they turned heat off in old people home and [they] froze to 
death.”387 Kathy Rees, a resident of Fort Dodge, Iowa, alleged refugees received special 
treatment in the form of cheap loans and tax exemptions while the elderly froze to death: 
“Americans should at least receive equal treatment; the same privileges as the oriental 
immigrants.”388 Mrs. McLean asked why the Indochinese received Social Security benefits 
immediately when her generation had paid into Social Security by working low paying jobs for 
decades.
 389
 In fact, some Indochinese refugees provided older ages to immigration officials in 
order to receive social security benefits sooner.
390
 Mrs. George Hamilton, a native of Elwood, 
Iowa, questioned why Ray let refugees abuse the welfare system while her fellow elderly made 
due “on fixed incomes too proud to ask for food stamps that their taxes have made it too easy for 
other people to receive and use for luxuries, rather than necessities.”391 Mrs. Levi Jacobsen of 
Harlan, Iowa, fretted over finances writing, “I’m a senior citizen and I’m sure it won’t be long 
before my life savings will be gone with the high utility and medicine bills.”392 Elderly women 
like Mrs. Jacobsen viewed the newcomers as competitors for limited resources. In their opinion, 
the governor diverted funds from aged Iowans to support refugees in Iowa. 
Racism 
Racist animosity towards the Indochinese appeared in the writings of some Iowans. Mrs. 
Pauline Wright, an elderly woman from Des Moines, Iowa, informed Ray he had lost her support 
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because he let “all these dirty uncivilized gooks come over here” and provided them handouts. 
To Wright’s great annoyance, her sister experienced financial woes, but these “refugees have 
everything, nice houses, new cars and each kid has a new expensive bicycle. I am so irked I 
cannot even write. Why didn’t you leave that trash over there, and take care of your elderly aged 
sick people here in Iowa…Every time I see them on the street I could spit in their faces. They are 
like the Japs---they can’t be trusted.”393 Another Iowan accused Ray and Shearer of being traitors 
to their race for helping Asians come to Iowa: 
I don’t know what kind of a breed of people you are but you sure are a hell of a breed. I 
know you can’t be American because you want to bring all the Vietnamese here to 
Iowa…I do know if an American here in Iowa was starving and needed a crust of bread 
to keep him alive you and Shearer would turn your back on him because he would not be 
one of your yellow Vietnamese… Ray you and Shearer too low to be in Iowa why don’t 
you two go to Vietnam and live with your kind I mean yellow people rats. P.S. You two 
must be fish eaters people I mean the worst kind.
394
 
In his 1979 press release, Governor Ray asked the public to remember their own immigrant roots 
and support refugee resettlement, but this plea failed to persuade Forrest Warner of Newton, 
Iowa, “Yours and my ancestors came from Europe. We do not need Asians or Africans. 
Refugees. No. No. No.”395  
Indochinese refugee resettlement drastically altered Iowa’s population, and many Iowans 
reacted negatively towards their state’s changing demographics. In 1970, Iowa’s Asian 
population stood at 3,420, but from 1975 until Ray left office in 1982, more than 8,000 
Indochinese refugees resettled in Iowa. In 1970, no Vietnamese lived in Iowa, but 2,476 
Vietnamese lived in the state just ten years later.
396
 Iowans of a provincial outlook worried their 
state might lose its Midwestern charm and become more like the states on the coasts. Some 
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residents from small towns might have welcomed refugees with open arms, but others feared 
foreign intrusion from this yellow peril that allegedly brought to Iowa disease, crime, and 
unassimilable cultures.
397
 A nativist individual from Moorland, Iowa, advised Ray, “This Iowa is 
ours keep it that way. We don’t want those foreigners coming here and taking over.”398 S.A. 
Ruber disliked Vietnamese women challenging white racial hierarchy in small town Iowa. Ruber 
recounted how one Vietnamese woman had the audacity to ask for maids to serve her in 
Monona, Iowa. “That yellow broad thought two white women were going to wait on her,” and 
Ruber wrote about how one war bride in Guttenberg, Iowa, expected the same treatment from 
her white mother-in-law.
399
 Sargent Robert Jackson feared the consequences of Iowans 
interbreeding with a supposedly inferior race, “I am proud to be from Iowa…The people of Iowa 
are hearty and do not need our blood thinned with the blood of Vietnamese. I know these people-
--I’ve been there. They are parasites.”400 
African American Critics of Resettlement 
African Americans involved themselves in Ray’s resettlement program from the start. 
Gateway Opportunity Center had sponsored roughly seventy Tai Dam refugees in 1975. The 
relationship began rather tenuously because some Tai Dam did not want to stay in Gateway’s 
apartment complex in a more rundown part of Iowa’s capital. In addition to the location and state 
of the facilities, cultural barriers made for a rough start for the two sides. Many Southeast Asian 
refugees lacked knowledge about the full range of diversity to be encountered in the United 
States. For example, some Tai Dam anticipated having white “American” sponsors and living in 
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nice “American” residences. In fact, some Tai Dam believed all Americans were white. Other 
Indochinese brought with them prejudiced attitudes towards blacks because of their negative 
experiences with African soldiers who served under French command in Indochina. When the 
Tai Dam had second thoughts about staying with Gateway, African Americans charged them 
with being racists.
401
 
Of those correspondents who self-identified as African Americans, career prospects 
figured important in their arguments against refugee resettlement. Some African Americans 
argued that the state favored Indochinese refugees over African Americans. Derrick Davis of 
Waterloo, Iowa, applauded Ray for his humanitarianism, but he felt the Governor lacked concern 
for African Americans in the state: 
How is it that you can find, (create), fifteen hundred jobs for non-residents, or should I 
say residents who have not yet arrived, but seemingly have so little, or no concern about 
tax paying Iowans? I take issue with your preferential treatment of these people…It really 
makes it clear, or at least easier to see, which politicians support and sustain the anti-
Black system, which makes it virtually impossible for qualified Blacks to move into the 
economic mainstream. Frankly, I am glad that you are not running for Governor again. 
Ready to riot, Derrick E Davis.
402
 
Some African Americans resented what they deemed to be the state’s special treatment of 
Indochinese refugees. Ray formed his resettlement program with the goal of keeping refugees off 
welfare. For this reason, the Governor asked Colleen Shearer, the Director of Job Service of 
Iowa, to lead the program. Initially, Job Service worked diligently to find jobs for the Tai Dam, 
but they eventually expanded services to all Indochinese refugees in the state. When a refugee 
applied for cash assistance, social workers sent this information to the Iowa Refugee Service 
Center. The IRSC immediately tried to place these individuals into the workforce and held 
employability conferences. At these conferences, refugees receiving aid signed an agreement to 
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take any employment offered to them. Iowa’s 72 Job Service centers helped find work for 
refugees throughout the entire state, and at each of these centers, one staffer specialized in 
finding employment for unemployed refugees on cash assistance.
403
 The Governor invested 
political capital in resettlement; the state needed to employ this population because Indochinese 
on welfare reflected badly on Ray. 
In this context, the IRSC earned a reputation for keeping the Indochinese off welfare, but 
their close attention to refugee employment alienated some African Americans. Community 
leader Arzania Williams oversaw Gateway’s sponsorship of the Tai Dam. At a 1981 
congressional inquiry into refugee resettlement, Williams voiced his displeasure with the special 
treatment received by the Indochinese that seemingly came at the expense of African Americans. 
At the hearing, Williams quipped, “If black people had a Colleen Shearer working for them, 
every one of my people would have a job.”404 Williams also resented what some scholars have 
described as the “model minority” myth attributed to Asian Americans who as a race have been 
stereotyped as “intelligent, gifted in math and science, polite, hardworking, family oriented, law 
abiding, and successfully entrepreneurial.”405 By the 1970s, Asian Americans had earned the 
praise of many in the white community for overcoming racism and poverty through hard work 
and education. Both Ray and Shearer endorsed the model minority myth. They believed it tragic 
that Asian refugees arrived in America with a strong work ethic, high intellect, and obedient 
demeanor only to be pushed onto welfare by inefficient resettlement programs run by 
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VOLAGS.
406
 The Des Moines Register surveyed employers of Indochinese refugees and found 
that refugees arrived on time, worked diligently, and sometimes labored through lunch breaks, 
further reinforcing the model minority myth. Out of fear of looking poorly in comparison, some 
native Iowans had to tell their refugee coworkers to slow down their work pace.
407
  
Author Frank Wu has explained the many flaws of the model minority myth in his book 
Yellow. First, the myth lumps diverse cultures together under one Asian category. For example, 
the experiences and general socioeconomic statuses of Cambodians and Japanese in America 
differ significantly. In addition to this generalizing, the model minority myth has been used to 
attack African Americans. If Asian Americans have been able to overcome racial discrimination, 
then African Americans’ failure to do so rested on their own shortcomings. To promote 
resettlement, the state projected a positive image of the refugees to media outlets and through 
presentations to the general public. The IRSC told employers about the refugees’ hardy work 
ethic and advertised employers’ high satisfaction with their new workers.408 Whereas Asian 
Americans have been held in high esteem by whites, African Americans have been stereotyped 
as drug pushing thugs.
409
  
Arzania Williams compared the job search environment for refugees to that of young 
blacks in Iowa. Employers vigorously recruited the Tai Dam Williams helped to sponsor. “We 
were amazed at how quickly we were able to get them jobs,” Williams said. “Employers took 
them much quicker than they would the black male. Americans have opened up their hearts to 
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these people.” In contrast to the refugees, Williams said that employers never asked him to, 
“Give me those black people you’ve got; we’ve got jobs for them.” Whereas Iowa boasted a low 
unemployment rate of 4 percent in 1979, Williams lamented that in the black section of Des 
Moines, Iowa, forty-percent of young blacks could not find work. Williams stated, “I’m not 
saying don’t do anything for refugees. It’s just that charity begins at home and spreads 
abroad.”410 
Overall, African American responses to resettlement seemed to have been muted in 
comparison to groups such as the elderly and or rural poor. For example, the state’s African 
American newspaper the Iowa Bystander provided no coverage of Gateway’s Tai Dam 
resettlement efforts and Ray’s decision to admit 1,500 Southeast Asians. Allen Ashby, a 
longtime sports columnist, was one of the few Bystander commentators on the Indochinese in 
Iowa, although this came as an aside to his main article about the closure of a drop-in center for 
the elderly in Des Moines, Iowa. The decision to close the drop-in center and build a fast food 
restaurant resulted in Ashby’s feeling like a powerless outsider: two defining characteristics of 
the African American experience. He compared Iowa’s warm reception and integration of Asians 
into their community with their mistreatment and rejection of African Americans, “You read 
about the small towns welcoming hundreds of Asians into their community and providing them 
with jobs and a chance to buy or rent living quarters until they can get on their feet. Your first 
thought is would this same community take in even twenty-five blacks on the same basis. For us 
the cry comes even from kids, ‘Go back where you came from.”411 
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Although the Bystander sparsely commented on Indochinese refugees in Iowa, article 
after article criticized and called for an end to South Africa’s shameful system of apartheid. The 
Bystander’s coverage of post-Vietnam War fallout centered not on refugee issues but on black 
veterans being unable to find good jobs because they had received less than honorable discharges 
from the military. According to African American community leader Edna Griffin, one out of 
seven black veterans did not receive an honorable discharge, and discrimination might have 
played a factor in white military officers’ punishment and demotion of black soldiers. Griffin 
wrote to her local American Legion post and to President Jimmy Carter asking for the nearly 
800,000 veterans to have their less than honorable discharges removed from their permanent 
records. She asked President Carter why he pardoned draft dodgers in January of 1977, but 
allowed those who served to have their career prospects ruined by their military records.
412
 
That so few African Americans like Derrick Davis and Arzania Williams criticized the 
Governor’s resettlement program comes as a surprise because the numbers of African Americans 
living in poverty had been on the rise throughout Ray’s tenure as Governor. In 1969, 26.5 
percent of Iowa’s African Americans lived in poverty. By 1979, the same year Ray made his 
boat people announcement, black poverty had risen to 28.2 percent. In contrast, the state’s 
elderly poverty had dwindled during Ray’s governorship from 28.3 percent in 1969 to just 13.3 
percent in 1979.
413
 The decline in elderly poverty can be attributed to congress’ adjusting Social 
Security payments to account for inflation starting in 1972. 
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The Bitter Legacy of the Vietnam War 
 Iowans opposed Indochinese resettlement mostly because of economic considerations, 
but in their letters, remembrances of the Vietnam War frequently appeared. The two arguments 
cannot be easily separated because Iowans often piled on the legacy of the Vietnam War 
alongside of their economic arguments against resettlement. These Iowans believed themselves 
to be more worthy of assistance than a group they deemed as poor allies—if not outright 
enemies---in the only war ever lost by the United States. These findings challenge scholar 
Jeremy Hein’s argument that, “An ailing economy and bitterness over the legacy of the Vietnam 
War are not the most important causes of these negative attitudes towards refugees. Instead, 
increased immigration in general, and the non-European origins of these natives, led to an 
insurgence of nativism.”414 
 Many Iowans opposed resettlement because they viewed the Vietnamese as poor allies 
responsible for the United States’ loss in Vietnam, and several correspondents emasculated 
South Vietnamese men. In her letter to Governor Ray, Etta Sluter blamed the American defeat in 
Vietnam on Vietnamese allies: “I guess you forget we were helping them fight their war. They 
weren’t helping us. Where were your bleeding hearts when you sent all those American boys to 
their deaths and destroyed the lives of so many others?” 415 A native of Armstrong, Iowa, also 
scapegoated Vietnamese allies for the American defeat. He wrote, “If they would have helped 
out our boys over there they could of got results.” The anonymous correspondent also charged 
the South Vietnamese soldiers with exploiting U.S. military financial support and then using 
these funds to buy their way out of Vietnam.
416
 Ray Ford of Des Moines, Iowa, agreed that the 
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Vietnamese rode the U.S. military’s “gravy train.” Ford spent time in Vietnam and held negative 
opinions of the Vietnamese, “I know the people well and you don’t spend your life dealing in the 
black market, stealing and begging, lying and cheating, selling your brothers and sisters and 
expect things to change.” If they needed to leave so badly, Ford explained, true Vietnamese 
refugees would have done so when Saigon fell nearly four years earlier.
417
 Marvin Fawcett, a 
Navy veteran from Goldfield, deemed Vietnamese refugees unworthy of resettlement because 
they refused to fight to save their own nation. If they could not fight to save South Vietnam, 
Fawcett reasoned, the Vietnamese migrants would never fight to protect America.
418
 Similarly, 
Esther and James Merrill only wanted people who could “stand up for themselves” in United 
States, and they did not want to reward “cowardly” boat people who had deserted their own 
country by taking to the seas. Mr. and Mrs. Merrill accused Ray of being insensitive towards 
Vietnam veterans in his decision to admit more Indochinese: “It is really asking them and their 
families to overlook a great deal.”419  
Instead of simply being poor allies, some Iowans considered all Vietnamese to be the 
enemy of the United States. During the Vietnam War, American soldiers often fought against an 
opponent that employed guerilla tactics. The Vietcong engaged larger U.S. forces then retreated, 
often blending in with the local population. Under these conditions, American combatants had 
difficulty determining friend from foe. Mrs. Anthony Riley of Cedar Rapids, Iowa, suspected 
that many “allies” coming to America had been the enemies of the United States, “How many of 
these refugees were hurting and even killing our men while we were in Vietnam? You can’t 
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possibly suggest each and every one has been screened.”420 Marilyn Krueger of Griswold, Iowa, 
associated all Vietnamese with being adversaries, and she considered Ray’s resettlement 
program to be insensitive to veterans. “Evidently you did not have a member of your family over 
in Nam fighting and being shot at by women and children as well as men.”421 Gary Ohls, a youth 
living in Des Moines, Iowa, also associated all Vietnamese with being the enemy, “We fought 
these people for how long, and [we] killed our people doing it and then this is the thanks we get 
to live with them.”422 
Aside from being poor allies or the enemies of the United States, some Iowans criticized 
resettlement because they had simply burned out from the Vietnam War. The war was a 
continuing nightmare for the American people. When the United States withdrew from Vietnam 
in 1975, some Americans accepted refugee resettlement as a duty to former allies. The first 
130,000 refugees paroled into the United States represented a sad ending to American military 
involvement in Indochina but an ending nonetheless. For some Iowans, the boat people crisis of 
the late 1970s reopened old wounds. Alan Bullock, a resident of Waterloo, Iowa, expressed some 
of this Vietnam War fatigue in his letter to Ray, “I think it is a crying shame the American 
people have to fight the Vietnam War for fifteen years and now they are being asked to finance 
and bring these ‘poor and unfortunate people’ over here to give a better life.”423 Some Iowans 
argued refugee resettlement represented a continuation of the Vietnam War in another form. Boat 
people resettlement had the potential to make Vietnam look bad in the court of public opinion 
and drain her of talented individuals. Clifford Rushton, an army veteran whose brother served in 
Vietnam, challenged resettlement because it represented a continuation of the Vietnam War. He 
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wrote, “I realize the present administration is peopled largely by Vietnam Warhawks and some 
of them have a severe case of guilty feelings. One poor, irrational decision has simply triggered 
another one, equally poor.” Rushton informed Ray that military veterans of the war considered 
resettlement “a slap in the face.”424 
On the whole, those critical of Ray’s boat people decision were not bad people; these 
Iowans crossed paths with refugee resettlement during vulnerable moments in their lives. Their 
letters hold more value than mere poll numbers. Their letters provided glimpses into the daily 
struggles of Iowans who wrote the Governor’s Office to vent about these struggles as much as 
about Ray’s resettlement decision. As Mrs. Cletus LeBarge and her husband entered their 
twilight years in Logan, Iowa, they prepared themselves for an uncertain future, “We are retiring 
age. Why did we do all of this? Now we can’t afford to retire-can’t buy gas to go anywhere if we 
did and then pay taxes to keep boat people…I used to be one of the first to want to help. But like 
so many others, I am so tired of it…I’m sorry but I am a very tired and bitter gal that really was 
looking forward to a little enjoyment and rest when I retired. Now, thanks to people like our 
good hearted governor, I have no hope.”425 
Desperation also appeared in two Des Moines mothers’ letters to the Governor’s Office. 
Mrs. Griffin fell in love with an Iowan and moved to the state from Pennsylvania, but hardships 
endured in her new state made Mrs. Griffin regret the decision. She had recently given birth to 
her son Douglas when her husband Earl injured himself on the job. The Griffins tried to make 
due on a mere $140 a week in workers’ compensation. In her letter, Mrs. Griffin listed her 
monthly bills that totaled $487.50. Angered at being denied food stamps which seemed to be so 
easily dispensed to refugees, Mrs. Griffin wrote to Ray in protest of his giving to the Vietnamese 
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instead of her hungry family.
426
 Ms. Gay Van DeBoe also struggled raising a child and believed 
refugee resettlement adversely affected her family. Budget cuts resulted in the cancellation of 
Ms. DeBoe’s developmentally disabled son’s usual thirty day respite care at Woodward State 
Hospital School. If the state had the funds to resettle refugees, “Why can’t Bill have this one 
program available to him and to us. I don’t feel like I’m asking too much of the State of Iowa for 
thirty days respite…This state has a $50 million dollar general fund surplus—any monies spent 
on making my son independent is money well spent.”427 
Parrying with the Pen 
Governor Ray knew his boat people decision would cause controversy. To prepare for 
those who argued refugees stole jobs from native Iowans, Ray had staffers count the wanted ads 
in local newspapers. One Sunday, Ray personally responded to a critic of the refugee program. 
The Governor explained to the out of work man that the latest Sunday Des Moines Register had 
advertised 1,029 jobs. Ray told this individual and other unemployed opponents of the refugee 
program, “Look, you have got the whole hundred yards in front of you right now. Go get the job 
and no refugee will take it from you.”428 Though Ray personally contacted some detractors, he 
charged his aide Kenneth Quinn with responding to all inquiries relative to refugee issues. Quinn 
replied to hundreds of letters and answered hundreds of phone calls with the goal of turning 
public opinion in favor of resettlement. For letter responses, Quinn worked from a general 
template that countered the most common criticisms of the program. He then customized these 
letters accordingly. 
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When Iowans complained about refugees stealing their jobs, Quinn provided current 
statistics on all of the jobs advertised in the Des Moines Register or by the Iowa Department of 
Job Services. Mrs. Joan Laverty of Carlisle, Iowa, questioned Ray’s motives for announcing 
Iowa’s acceptance of more refugees. She thought Ray acted out of self-promotion and desired 
national attention. Quinn countered by stating Ray acted out of humanitarian concern because 
“innocent men, women, and children are dying. Over four hundred died in one week alone in 
December. I trust you agree with the Governor that we cannot turn our backs when human lives 
are at stake.”429 In her letter to the Governor, Mrs. Delores Marshall of Estherville, Iowa, 
sarcastically asked if Ray planned an upcoming Christmas dinner for refugees instead of elderly 
and disadvantaged Iowans. Quinn responded that in 1978 the Governor “spent over $70 million 
in aid to the elderly, over $112 million in support for the handicapped, and established a new 
Department of Veterans Affairs.” After Howard Grobe of Dubuque, Iowa, protested his 
neighborhood’s becoming a “dumping ground” for diseased foreigners, Quinn retorted: 
As one who grew up in Dubuque with friends of German, Irish, Scandinavian, and other 
ancestries, I cannot help but wonder where we would be today if your philosophy were 
followed one hundred years ago. In Iowa in the 1850s many people used your very words 
in opposing immigration by many European peoples. Our forefathers were given a 
chance to start new lives. Can we deny these same opportunities to these new 
immigrants?
430
 
 
For those who charged the Governor with favoring refugees over other disadvantaged 
populations in the state, Quinn responded that the state could help save lives and improve the lot 
of needy Iowans. Of the many critics of the refugee program, one stood out the most for Quinn. 
Alan Shaffer of Des Moines, Iowa, returned an American flag sent to him while serving in 
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Vietnam. Shaffer witnessed the deaths of too many American boys over there to approve letting 
the Vietnamese come to Iowa.
431
 
Like Shaffer, Quinn also spent time in war torn Vietnam, but Quinn’s involvement there 
made him into a strong proponent of refugee resettlement. Quinn fit the profile of a generation of 
junior Foreign Service officers who advocated for Vietnamese resettlement because of their 
personal experiences with the Vietnamese people. Quinn fell in love with and married a 
Vietnamese woman, and his brother-in-law died in the struggle against communism. Warfare 
forged strong bonds between Americans and their Vietnamese allies as explained by Quinn: 
The experience of Foreign Service officers and military officers working out in the 
provinces and in the development area brought you face to face with individual human 
suffering. It is difficult to overstate how important that was on a generation of military 
officers and Foreign Service officers who came to Vietnam as fairly young 
professionals… It is different to talk about problems in general than it is to see people up 
close and personal and deal with individual situations…seeing what happened when there 
was fighting in a village and places that were destroyed…that made a deep personal 
impression: personal human suffering. Those of us who were there, we felt a commitment 
to the Vietnamese who had fought with us and that we cannot abandon them. The war 
was lost, but we had to do something to try to help them.
432
 
 
Gaylord Thayer, a Vietnam War veteran from Milo, Iowa, also had positive experiences with 
Vietnamese allies. He fought and ate alongside them, and Thayer knew these people deserved a 
chance at freedom.
433
 
Refugees Influence Refugee Policy 
State officials believed that the personal interactions of Iowans and refugees naturally 
fostered goodwill for resettlement. Amongst IRSC staffers, a slogan circulated, “The refugees 
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sell themselves.”434 From its very inception, individual sponsorship of refugees had been one of 
the defining characteristics of the state’s refugee program. These sponsors kept refugees off 
welfare, but they also became allies of resettlement. Many sponsors benefitted more from the 
relationship than the refugees they aided. Sponsors learned about their charges’ family and 
friends still in camps throughout Southeast Asia, and these Iowans often recruited family and 
friends to sponsor Indochinese as well. Iowans also formed positive bonds with refugees while 
providing services such as volunteer tutoring or working alongside refugees. As model students 
and employees, the Indochinese earned the support of many Iowans.  
One Iowa woman felt uncertain about supporting the Governor’s resettlement program 
because she did not want to betray Vietnam War veterans. Ms. Smith had followed the war 
closely. In her letter to the Governor, she related the story of Laurent Gourley, a pilot who went 
missing in action during the conflict. When U.S. naval pilot Larry Spencer also went MIA, Smith 
wore a bracelet with his name engraved in it as a show of support.  She had been uncertain about 
supporting refugee resettlement in Iowa because she did not want to betray these veterans. 
However, her interaction with refugees at church changed her mind. During the holiday season, 
her pastor and a foreign exchange student sang one verse of Silent Night in German, then a 
refugee family sang a verse in their tongue, and finally, all sang in English. This powerful 
moment led Ms. Smith to realize that all mankind is one, and Iowans should open their homes to 
Vietnam War refugees. 
Ray’s resolution to increase refugee intake is a prime example of how a governor 
influenced refugee policy, but the actions of Indochinese refugees in Iowa also figured 
prominently in his decision. The successful resettlement of the Tai Dam undoubtedly influenced 
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Ray’s boat people declaration. Ray’s acceptance of 1,500 additional refugees approximated the 
number of Tai Dam the state had resettled by 1979. In a great irony, the Tai Dam came to Iowa 
because an American found a loophole to classify the group as Vietnamese, their ethnic rivals. 
Nearly four years later, many Vietnamese boat people arrived in Iowa because the Tai Dam had 
done so well in their new nation. Ray did not take tremendous stock in unemployment numbers 
when making his decision because he believed refugees accepted minimum wage jobs Iowans 
refused to work.
435
 Still, Iowa’s unemployment rate stood at just four percent on the eve of his 
boat people announcement. In 1979, Iowa also experienced a record crop harvest. After Ray 
personally witnessed one of the worst human tragedies unfold in October of 1979, he asked 
Iowans to share their bounty with starving refugees in Southeast Asia. 
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CHAPTER 7.  IOWA SHARES AND THE CAMBODIAN REFUGEES 
 
“To keep you is no benefit. To destroy you is no loss.”436 
Khmer Rouge Slogan 
 
“In a world where there is hate, there is more reason to love. In a world where there is hunger, 
there is more reason to share.”437 
Governor Robert Ray to Iowans, Christmas Eve 1979 
 
 The two above quotes seem so different, yet they are intricately linked. Those who 
espoused the Khmer Rouge slogan created a world of misery and depredation for millions of 
Cambodians. Half a world away, Governor Robert Ray promoted and inspired ordinary Iowa 
men, women, and children to make tangible gifts seeking to alleviate that misery. Often, the use 
of emotion in academic writing is seen as being distractive to the historian who must make 
analytical arguments. However, this story must begin with emotion because raw emotion 
inspired the creation and success of Iowa SHARES. Through their wholehearted support or 
strong opposition, Iowans interpreted Iowa SHARES in diverse ways. Far from being a simple 
story of Iowans giving to Cambodians, Iowa SHARES meant many different things to many 
different people. This chapter explores this multiplicity of meanings. 
The Cambodian Tragedy  
As Governor, Robert Ray confronted three refugee crises: the Tai Dam and boat people 
episodes and the Cambodian tragedy. Though the Tai Dam had been resettled by the time he 
began working for Ray in 1978, Kenneth Quinn played an important role in the last two refugee 
crises. While on loan from the State Department, Quinn oversaw emergency preparedness and 
relief, coordinated security for Pope John Paul II’s visit to the state, and helped Governor Ray 
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overhaul the leadership of the Iowa National Guard after a scandal. However, Quinn’s greatest 
value lay in his expertise in Southeast Asian affairs. While a Foreign Service officer in Vietnam, 
Quinn had interviewed refugees fleeing Cambodia. In 1976, he published “Political Change in 
Wartime,” an article which described the true political character of the Khmer Rouge. Quinn was 
the first outside observer to accurately describe the nightmarish situation that had developed 
inside Cambodia. Initially, scholars accused Quinn of embellishing his findings, and only a few 
took his work seriously. In Iowa, Quinn played an integral role in Ray’s refugee relief program 
for Cambodians.
438
 
 The third refugee crisis, which inspired Ray to his final and most extensive activism, 
stemmed from the 1970-75 civil war that had ravaged Cambodia, as the Communist forces led by 
Pol Pot fought the backers of the Khmer Republic led by General Lon Nol. Making matters 
worse, from 1970 through 1973, American forces dropped 539,098 tons of munitions onto 
Cambodia in an attempt to weaken Vietnamese supply lines.
439
 Vietnamese communists invaded 
Cambodia in 1978 to overthrow Pol Pot, but meanwhile, 1.7 million Cambodians lost their lives 
to the communist forces of Pol Pot.  Between 1975 and 1979, twenty percent of the country’s 
population died in an orgy of violence.
440
 One former Khmer Rouge soldier later recalled that he 
had slit so many victims’ throats that he developed arthritis in his wrist and forearm from the 
repetitive motion.
441
   
The violence seared the survivors who later arrived in Iowa.  As teenagers at Des 
Moines’s Hoover High School, Monyra Chau and Pa Mao wrote essays recalling the horrors 
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unleashed upon them by the communists. Chau, whose father was killed by the Communists in 
1979, remembered:  
It was strange. They were wearing black cloths and black caps. They carried guns all over 
the places. Some of them went into people’s houses and took their properties…..they told 
the people to leave their homes and town. Everybody had to go to different places. The 
people had to work on the farms, nobody worked in the city. People had to work hard and 
do whatever they said. If somebody did not follow them, they killed him. We didn’t have 
much food to eat either…They let people eat like animals. We had to get up to work at 
four o’clock in the morning. When people told them that they were sick, they wouldn’t 
believe the people. They had to take the people to go to work.
442
 
 
Mao, who had also lost her father to Communist violence, recalled the starvation that drove her 
family to escape to Thailand in November, 1979. 
We got up very early before sunrise and walked 40 km. a day. We took pottery, rice, 
food, and only the clothes that we wore. We walked three days and nights that seemed 
like one very long day because we didn’t sleep. We were too afraid of the soldiers, so we 
didn’t walk on the road, we walked through the jungle….443 
 
Hundreds of thousands of war ravaged and starving Cambodians made the same decision to flee 
to Thailand. However, as Iowa governor Ray saw first-hand, refugees’ arrival in Thailand did not 
ease their misery.  
In October, 1979, Ray and five other American governors toured Communist China as 
part of the normalization of relations between China and the U.S. Since his Task Force first 
began resettling Indochinese refugees in 1975, Ray had an interest in refugee issues. He 
suggested that the small delegation take a side tour of Cambodian refugee camps in Thailand. 
Ray, his wife Billie, his aide Kenneth Quinn, and the other governors were shocked and haunted 
by the camp’s horrible conditions.444 As Ray later described it, they saw over thirty thousand 
people packed together. 
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Have you ever stood in a small muddy spot about two hours while five people died 
around you? I did, two days ago, at the Cambodian border camp of Sa Kaeo. Those 
deaths were only part of the more than 50 that died in that one camp, on that one day. To 
see little kids with sunken eyes and protruding tummies trying to eke out a smile will 
bring a tear to the eyes of even the most calloused.
 445
 
 
On his flight from Asia back to Iowa, Ray began to compose a speech to deliver a short 
time later at the General Assembly of the Christian Church in St. Louis, Missouri. In that talk, 
Ray referred to Pope John Paul II’s recent appearance at Des Moines’s Living History Farms to 
emphasize the message that Judeo-Christians had an obligation to work to alleviate world 
suffering and relieve crimes against human rights. On his trip, Ray said, he had been struck by 
China’s tremendous poverty and recent struggles to modernize agriculture. However, life in 
China “was like a walk through the park compared with our last stop” to the refugee camps in 
Thailand. He compared the suffering of the refugees of Indochina with the plight of the Jews 
during the Holocaust. Ray declared that the world had missed an opportunity to provide help to 
the Jews; the world failed that test but now faced a new crisis of mass distress.   
I believe that we can never live with a clear conscience if we turn our backs on dying 
human beings who cry out for a touch of life. There is no way I can describe the misery 
and human suffering and anguish of these people—God’s children. It’s indescribable. But 
try if you will to imagine what it would be like to run, hide and scramble through wet and 
rough terrain for weeks, day after day, in an attempt to escape communist torture and 
death. Add to that the fact that you were leaving your home, your belongings, your 
family, or that your spouse, or children or parents had already been killed. And, that if 
you reached a border you would have no assurance you wouldn’t be thrown right back 
into the path of the pursuers.
 446 
 
Ray told the congregation that as people from a prosperous nation, Americans needed to take 
action. He added that even critics who opposed resettling refugees in the U.S. still should aim to 
relieve their immediate suffering: “We’re talking not where these people are going to live—but 
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whether they are going to live.” Ray appealed to Christian principles, while adding a rhetorical 
link to his St. Louis hosts: 
As we meet here tonight in Missouri, the “show-me state,” I sincerely believe that Jesus is saying 
to our church: 
---Don’t tell me of your concerns for human rights, Show Me! Don’t tell me of your 
concerns for the poor, the disenfranchised, the underprivileged, the unemployed, Show 
Me! Don’t tell me of your concerns for the rejected, the prisoner, the hungry, the thirsty, 
the homeless, Show Me! Don’t tell me of your concerns for these people when you have 
a chance to save their lives—Show Me! Don’t tell me how Christian you are, Show Me! 
Show Me!
 447
 
 
Little Constituents, Big Suggestions 
 Ray’s concern for refugees resonated with other Iowans, as the international crisis 
attracted growing publicity. After the Iowa delegation returned from the camps, the governor 
handed his undeveloped photos from the trip to David Yepsen of the Des Moines Register, which 
devoted a number of articles and editorials to documenting the crisis.  After reading the piece, 
“Let’s Bomb Cambodia. This Time with Food,” fourth graders at Brooklyn-Guernsey-Malcolm 
elementary schools wrote to the Governor in November 1979. 
448
 Most of these youngsters 
enthusiastically volunteered suggestions; several suggested using airplanes, boats, or trains to 
bring food to the desperate. Student Donita Nicklas recommended putting cartoons of milk and 
juice onto an airplane, and added, “Why don’t we take a boat with fruit and go down there with 
tractors and medicine.” David Hawkins stated, “If I was governor I would make a bridge to 
Cambodia and take a lot of food for them.” Lynn Huddleson asked, “Why don’t you try getting 
food by submarine?” She insisted, “I’d like you to do something about the people starving in 
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Cambodia. I hate looking at the half-starved person with no clothes on. I hope you do something 
about it.”449 
 
Figure 9. Cambodian Refugees. Governor Ray took this picture while visiting the Sa Kaeo 
Refugee Camp in Thailand. 
 
Both reflecting and deepening Iowa’s relationship with the Cambodian refugees, teachers 
helped these and other young people engage powerful issues such as starvation and controversial 
politics. After recognizing Americans’ relatively privileged position in the world, fourth-grader 
Dale Henry Goodrich declared, “I wouldn’t eat for a week if I could get the food I was suppose 
to eat to them.” In writing to Governor Ray, students engaged in active citizenship, perhaps for 
the first time. Ada Marie Weiermanny asked, “Are the Cambodians going to live? I hope so. 
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Because it isn’t right for the Vietnams to try to kill them when they didn’t do nothing to the 
Vietnams.” 450 Students generally blamed Communist Vietnam for the plight of the Cambodians, 
overlooking the genocidal role of Pol Pot and the Cambodian Communists. But while these 
fourth-graders missed much of the complexities of recent Asian turmoil, several specifically 
suggested that America itself bore some culpability for the misery, since U.S. forces had 
devastated Cambodia during the Vietnam War. Danny Allen and Donita Nicklas wrote, “Iowa 
has spare money we should give it to Cambodia it was half our fault, and “Why did we attack 
them? My teacher said we bombed them once.”451  
How it worked: Creative Contributors 
 In his St. Louis speech, Ray had not yet proposed a specific mechanism to channel 
Midwest aid to refugees, but in a November, 1979 press release, he announced the formation of 
Iowa SHARES: Iowa Sends Help to Aid Refugees and End Starvation. Again citing the 
teachings of Pope John Paul II on his recent visit to Des Moines, Ray declared that Iowans had a 
special role as “stewards of the earth with an obligation to share the fruit of our land with all 
mankind.” The program’s structure creatively drew upon Iowa’s pride and duty as an agricultural 
state, calling on Iowans to help the people of Cambodia by sharing the state’s record harvest of 
1.6 billion bushels of grain.  For practical reasons, Ray did not plan to actually ship Iowa’s crop 
to Cambodia.  Instead, his program appealed for donors to buy a “SHARE in humanity”; each 
share cost $2.20, the equivalent of a bushel of corn.  Ray aimed to raise a sum equal to the price 
of 52,500 bushels, representing one barge full of Iowa grain, which he said “would be a mighty 
symbol of Iowa generosity and an important example for the rest of the world.” Although 
SHARES accepted large donations from corporate donors such as Pioneer Hi-Bred International 
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Inc. of Des Moines, Ray and Kenneth Quinn primarily envisioned SHARES as a grassroots 
project that would engage the entire community and inspire contributions from individual 
Iowans.  Ray declared, “Many times in the past we have proved that ours is not just a state in the 
heart of the nation, but also a state with a heart.” 452 Promoters encouraged farmers to donate part 
of their crop to purchase shares, which would be used to buy rice, medical supplies, and other 
necessities for the overseas refugee population.
453
 
 The Governor’s Office coordinated Iowa SHARES, a non-profit corporation with tax 
exemption. The program’s bipartisan and ecumenical board of director included Ray, Quinn, and 
other prominent Iowans.
 454
  Religious figures rallied to promote SHARES; early leaders 
included Rabbi Jay Goldberg and Reverend Fred Strickland.  Iowa Public Television media 
personality Mary Jane Odell and Michael Gartner, President and Editor of the Des Moines 
Register and Tribune, were also closely involved, helping the governor’s office launch Iowa 
SHARES with a well-orchestrated publicity campaign.  Odell described how she would talk 
about the program to people in elevators and to anyone who would listen. She told her fellow 
members of the board of directors, “If you need me, I am on somebody’s telephone.”455 Early 
fundraising strategically connected Iowa SHARES to the spirit of charity during 1979’s holiday 
season.  The Governor’s Office declared the week right before Christmas to be an official “Iowa 
SHARES week.” 456  Echoing the emotional impact of refugee misery that had commanded 
Governor Ray’s attention, The Des Moines Register published articles dramatically detailing the 
plight of the Cambodians.  The paper printed vivid images of starving children, next to a coupon 
that readers could mail in to make an Iowa SHARES donation, with a bountiful Thanksgiving 
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food basket pictured on it.
457
 Other state newspapers also promoted the program and to gain 
more publicity, Quinn sent dozens of letters to other major newspapers throughout the U.S. 
 Over their seventeen-month-long fundraising campaign, program officials spent $5,606 
on advertising. Mounting extra publicity through Iowa’s radio and television stations, Governor 
Ray joined Odell to record four public service announcements, ranging from ten to sixty seconds 
long.
458
 In the middle of her emotional plea for funds, Odell crumpled up her script and fought 
back tears as she said, “I just want to talk to you for a minute about the starvation and disease of 
the Cambodian refugees. Lot of hunger and starvation around the world and at home too. But the 
situation of the Cambodians is so desperate so immediate…459 
On November 21, 1979, Odell hosted a special Iowa Public Television program, titled 
Cambodia: What Iowans Need to Know. On this show, Governor Ray, his wife Billie, and 
Kenneth Quinn spoke about witnessing refugees die of starvation. Viewers saw emotionally-
moving photographs that Ray had taken, documenting the camps’ terrible conditions. IPTV 
followed up by screening several other programs focused on the issue, such as World’s 
Cambodia: A Nation is Dying and Don’t Forget the Khmer.  
Quinn made lists of hundreds of names of Iowans whom he hoped to mobilize to promote 
SHARES. His office fielded hundreds of inquiries and suggestions, quickly responding to letters 
from citizens such as Scott Larsen, student council president of the Washington School in 
Council Bluffs.
460
  The campaign quickly drew responses from Iowa’s young people, who often 
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came up with ingenious methods for raising money.  Nine year old Eric Sharp got an advance on 
his Christmas money and then wrote Governor Ray: “Please take my Christmas money of $50 
and send it to the Cambodians. I think they deserve a Christmas too.”461 Angie King’s third grade 
class at King Elementary took out a loan from First Federal Bank to buy and sell popcorn 
balls.
462
 Youngsters Dan VandeLune, Rob Tompkins, Ryan Tompkins, and Travis Spurgeon of 
West Des Moines raised money by going door to door.
463
 One sixth-grade class at Malcolm Price 
Laboratory School raised money through a candy sale, while Beaverdale’s Holy Trinity School 
sponsored a Mardi Gras parade and food sale. 
464
  Students in the Aquin School system held an 
eleven mile walkathon from Garryowen to Cascade.
465
 In February, 1980, instead of exchanging 
Valentines, fifth and sixth graders at Washington Elementary in Mason City gave money to 
SHARES. 
466
  The ten person youth group team at Altoona Christian Church fasted for twenty-
two hours to raise funds.
467
 
 College-age Iowans also mobilized, following Quinn’s call for cash-strapped students to 
have “one less beer, one less movie, or one less meal” and donate the savings to SHARES.  At 
the University of Northern Iowa, students in the Kappa Delta Pi Honorary Society for Education 
raised money.
468
 Cornell College students could buy special cafeteria meals that included a one-
dollar contribution to SHARES. At Cornell’s student and faculty Christmas dinner, “symbolic 
empty [collection] bowls” sat at the dinner tables.469 David Kalianov, an engineering student at 
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Iowa State University, composed and recorded a song titled “Child of Cambodia,” then donated 
the copyright to make that music the theme for Iowa SHARES.
470
  
Community organizations and companies also got involved; one group advertised the 
chance for families to take photographs of their children with Santa Claus for a dollar each, 
donating all the proceeds. 
471
  The Des Moines Judo Club held a special tournament at the 
YMCA, sending the admissions fees to Iowa SHARES.
472
 Employees at Weitz Brothers 
Construction Company forfeited their usual Christmas bonus of ham or a fruit basket in order to 
help.
473
  Individual Iowans also responded.  After seeing a PBS special on Cambodia, Therese 
Koch of Boone felt guilty for buying an electric frying pan. She returned it and donated the funds 
to SHARES.
474
  The Wilson family of Des Moines felt compelled to donate despite their own 
struggles with age, cancer, and heart failure.  They apologized, “We are not too flush but feel we 
must help this much.”475  
 The overall success of Iowa SHARES stunned even the most optimistic members of the 
board. In its first week of existence, the program raised $25,102. By the fourteenth of December, 
1979, $204,724 had been raised.
476
 Between the time the campaign opened on November 23, 
1979, through its conclusion on April 30
th
, 1981, SHARES raised $554,789, more than 
quadruple the total of $115,500 that Ray had initially called for. Iowa SHARES board members 
voted on how to spend these funds, sending the aid to the Cambodians through private relief 
agencies such as Catholic Relief Services, UNICEF, American Refugee Services, and the World 
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Food Program.
 477
  Iowa medical professionals like Dr. Harlo Hove and RN Debra Tate 
volunteered their services and worked in refugee camps in Thailand, supported by Iowa 
SHARES funds. 
Supporting SHARES: Multiplicity of Meaning 
Individual Iowans chose to donate to SHARES for a variety of reasons, emotional, 
personal, and political. Many felt compelled to donate after being bombarded with powerful and 
sad images from newspapers, radio, and television. In their letters to the Governor’s Office, 
people constantly referred to the PBS films Cambodia: A Nation is Dying, Cambodia: What 
Iowans Need to Know, and Don’t Forget the Khmer. A couple requested tapes or transcripts of 
the IPTV interview with Governor Ray, to show to others for raising more money. 
478
 Edna 
Spencer of Chariton wrote, “The pictures and reports are heartbreaking.”479 Kathie Horney felt 
guilty for having a huge meal before seeing Cambodian refugee pictures in the paper. Referring 
to her own four-month and seven-year-old children, Horney wrote, “I cannot imagine what they 
would look like if they were starving.”480  Some Iowans gave in honor of others; when First Lady 
Rosalyn Carter visited Clinton, Iowa, Catholic grade school students there donated to SHARES 
in her name.
481
 For the grandchildren of the deceased Herman VanOort, SHARES meant a way 
to honor their grandfather by donating in his name, and a way of cheering up their grandmother, 
his widow, when Kenneth Quinn’s thank you note from the Governor’s Office arrived shortly 
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afterward.
482
 While some givers preferred to remain anonymous, Iowa’s newspapers recognized 
others by printing long lists of names.  
Many Iowans supported SHARES because they had participated in the earlier refugee 
resettlement of Indochinese. Through her church, Newburg resident Norma Weaver had helped 
sponsor a Cambodian family, helping them adjust to Iowa life and driving them to doctor’s 
visits.  In donating to SHARES, Weaver recognized how much the starving Cambodians she saw 
on PBS specials looked so much like the family she had come to adore. 
483
 William Rosenfeld, a 
doctor in Mason City, volunteered to serve on Iowa medical teams sent by SHARES to aid 
Cambodian refugees in Thailand, citing his earlier experience working at the Khao-I-Dang 
refugee camp in that very country. As a medical student and doctor, Rosenfeld had read in 
textbooks about exotic diseases, but to encounter them in real life shocked him, “In four days, I 
saw more acute medicine than I will ever see again.” He continued, “People had malaria, 
dysentery with dehydration to the point of shock and coma, large tropical ulcers crawling with 
maggots, meningococcal meningitis, polio, measles, severe pneumonia, and draining abscesses 
from Potts disease of the spine. Most of them had worms or other intestinal parasites.” Rosenfeld 
had treated sixty to seventy patients daily, at a camp housing over 130,000 refugees. He recalled 
seeing a young boy who stayed with an older woman through her death, then just sat there. “He 
didn’t cry; he didn’t do anything. He just sat there. He had no one else…”484 Other children 
“would enact atrocities done under Pol Pot’s regime,” Rosenfeld wrote.  
A child would act like an old woman being led with a rope to a pit. Another child would 
hit her over the head with a stick, and she’d fall into the pit. That’s the way they executed 
people…The children would tie another child to a tree and pretend they were cutting out 
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the captive’s gall bladder and drinking the bile from it, another thing they recalled that 
the troops did.
 485 
 
Yet Rosenfeld also appreciated the refugees’ resilience, how they laughed and played pranks on 
one another even under extreme hardships,  Observing how much such people felt happy simply 
to be alive had changed his outlook on life, Rosenfeld wrote, showing him how little material 
goods and superficial pleasures mattered. 
486
 
A number of Iowans supported the cause out of religious belief. For some Jews, 
SHARES represented a means to fulfill the post-Holocaust pledge, “never again.” Synagogues 
joined in fundraising, while five Iowa rabbis wrote an open letter to the Jewish community, 
citing the Torah’s dictum, “Do not stand by idly while your fellow human being’s blood is 
spilled.” Their message continued:  
The reality of Cambodia, in all its tragedy, assaults us daily. As Jews who are survivors 
of the Holocaust, be it fact or in memory, we recall the silence and the indifference of the 
world during those days. We vowed that it would never happen again. Today, it is time 
for us to redeem that vow. 
487
 
 
 All along, Iowa’s governor explicitly portrayed refugee aid as a religious obligation. In 
his St. Louis speech to the General Assembly of the Christian Church, Ray declared, 
“Christianity and Christian love know no boundaries. They don’t stop at state lines or national 
borders. They are universal.” He quoted the bible’s account of Christ’s declaration, “Lord, when 
did we see you hungry, thirsty, tired, sick, in prison…In as much as you did unto the least of 
these, you did it unto me.”488 Across Iowa, ministers and other religious leaders wrote sermons 
addressing the Cambodian crisis and publicized SHARES in church bulletins. Churchgoers 
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collected contributions by fasting, holding silent auctions, and tithing. 
489
 St. Johns High School 
in Independence announced a “pilgrimage” in which their self-proclaimed “Holy Strollers” 
would walk eighty miles from Independence to Guttenberg, Iowa, to raise awareness of the 
Christian mission to help others and raise donations. 
490
  Other religiously-motivated donors 
connected SHARES with an anti-abortion political stance. Theodore Pederson linked SHARES’ 
lifesaving measures in Cambodia with the need to save the lives of unborn children. He 
compared the U.S. oil crisis to the abortion issue, asking, if Americans cared so much about 
conservation of energy, why not conserve life? 
491
 
 From the start, the governor’s office also structured Iowa SHARES as a distinctively 
Iowan civic engagement, and comments by many donors reflected that appeal to state pride. 
1979’s record harvest size showed off Iowa’s agricultural power, at the same times that residents 
saw newspaper photographs and television images of people elsewhere starving to death.  One 
columnist with the Des Moines Register emphasized Iowa’s opportunity, as one of the “leading 
farm states,” to feed not just the Midwest, but ideally the needy around the world. 492  California 
resident Harvey Glasser declared that the campaign helped to “restore” his joy in his Iowa roots. 
Glasser wrote to Ray that the push for Cambodian aid “certainly breaks all stereotypes of 
Midwestern provincialism to find this wonderful spirit of international consciousness and 
sensitivity to the plight that these suffering people is not only shared but responded to by your 
generous contributors to Iowa Shares.”493  
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Others contributed to SHARES to demonstrate support for Governor Ray himself, who 
had enjoyed strong popularity since his initial election in 1968.  Donor John Murray commented, 
“It is not my nature to write letters to political leaders. I am compelled to do so, however, by 
your activities on behalf of the hapless refugees…Never have I been more proud of the conduct 
of any representative of my interests in the world.”494 Seventeen year old Fort Dodge resident 
Tom Yetmar echoed that praise, writing: 
In a time when everything is up in the air such as inflation, energy, Iran, and the election 
you still have the time to go to Cambodia, and see for your self the suffering. You really 
amaze me as a strong leader of the state of Iowa. I’m really happy to live in Iowa, I 
would like to thank you and your administration for making this a state to be proud of.
495
 
 
Noting the international political context of the refugee disaster, other contributors 
supported SHARES as a way to extend America’s Cold War fight against Soviet influence. 
Former intelligence officer Hugh Stafford of Tri State Toro Company worried that the 
Cambodian government might take advantage of the crisis to send spies and Communist agents 
to infiltrate refugee camps and destabilize the government of Thailand. Writing to Quinn, 
Stafford recommended that SHARES should send aid directly to Thailand, as a “breadbasket” 
and a crucial Cold War ally.  He feared that any funds going through Cambodia’s Communist 
government would ultimately backfire “to the detriment of our allies.”496 West Des Moines 
resident Jerry Johnson wanted to extend the scope of Iowa SHARES to fight communist 
aggression even more widely, referring to America’s grain embargo against the Soviet Union 
after its 1979 invasion of Afghanistan.  Donations to non-profit organizations like SHARES 
should be set up to flood grain into places where the Soviets encroached, Johnson suggested.  
                                                          
494
 John Murray, letter to Governor Ray, 30 October 1979, Ray Papers, 2:6. 
495
 Tom Yetmar, letter to Governor Ray, 31 January 1980, Ray Papers, 2:10. 
496
 Hugh Stafford, letter to Kenneth Quinn, 31 December 1979, Ray Papers, 2:9. 
187 
 
 
Such food purchases would help Iowa farmers while also weakening Soviet power and 
promoting America’s global reputation after its post-Vietnam War slump.497 
The Multiple Critics of SHARES 
 It was that international political dimension of relief that proved most controversial. 
Despite the heart-rending images, widespread publicity, and community support for refugee aid, 
a non-negligible number of Iowans opposed SHARES for a multitude of reasons.  The most 
passionate backers of a Cold War hard-line objected that the program channeled funds to support 
Cambodians whose communist government took directives from the Vietnamese Communists 
who had just inflicted humiliating defeat on the United States. Lawrence Adams of Ottumwa 
mailed in his SHARES coupon with a bold zero written in the donation line, writing angrily: 
Not one penney to Cambodia or Gov. Ray am I going to give you. If we had won that war 
in southeast asia and kept the Communists out they wouldn’t have that trouble now. I am 
a world war ii veteran and 65 years of age.
498
 
 
Critics like Adams blamed wartime Cambodians for helping smuggle provisions and troops 
along the Ho Chi Minh Trail, so these critics felt that Americans had no obligation to help deal 
with the consequences. Similarly, Ella Brown complained to the Governor’s Office: 
We have been reading for years that UNICEF MONEY GOES TO THE 
COMMUNISTS. With Vietnam a communist takeover, wont the same thing happen??? 
In Cambodia. Will your Governor be in for a possible embarrassment??? I hope not.
499
 
  
 Other critics, both within Iowa and nationwide, worried about American food and 
medicine falling into the hands of the Vietnamese Communists. Widespread rumors reported that 
Vietnamese trucks were hauling Cambodian refugee supplies into Vietnam.  To counter such 
rumors, representatives from the group Church World Services issued public statements. Since 
poorly-built Cambodian roads became impassable during the wet season, they noted, cargo had 
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to be trucked northeast through Vietnam before reaching refugee camps. Far from blocking aid, 
they said, the Vietnamese had opened up the Mekong River and local airports to speed up special 
shipments. 
500
 Skepticism persisted; a December 1979 letter printed in the Algona Upper Des 
Moines Newspaper maintained that the funds donated to SHARES had never reached Cambodian 
refugees.  Through the media, Kenneth Quinn flatly denied such charges; he pointed out that 
since the Iowa SHARES program had just started and had not yet actually distributed any 
money, it was therefore impossible for its relief to have fallen into the wrong hands. 
501
  Other 
Iowa citizens ignored or discounted such disturbing rumors, counting on what one called the 
“squeaky clean” record of Governor Ray to trust that their donations got to the right place.502 
 Even as some critics worried that Iowa SHARES might end up bolstering Communism, 
observers on the other side of the political spectrum feared that aid might unnecessarily prolong 
the Cold War.  Writing to the governor’s office, members of the Consortium on International 
Peace and Reconciliation (CIPAR) stressed that paranoia about Communism should not trump 
humanitarian considerations.  CIPAR chairperson Chester Guinn criticized SHARES for 
focusing relief efforts on Cambodians in Thailand, a non-communist state, while overlooking 
greater need within Cambodia itself. CIPAR questioned whether Quinn’s past political 
involvement with the State Department and U.S. military forces in Vietnam had biased his ideas 
about the allocation of funds.  They warned that misguided relief that only provided funds to 
refugees fleeing to Thailand risked destabilizing Cambodia and worsening tension between the 
Soviet Union and Vietnam alliance versus the China and Cambodia alliance. 
503
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 Ironically, Governor Ray’s appeal to state pride and agricultural abundance in promoting 
Iowa SHARES wound up alienating and even aggravating some Iowans. A farm woman from 
New English, Iowa, Mrs. Harmon Rose, felt “disgusted” with fundraising and media appeals for 
implying that all Iowa farmers were prosperous and therefore obliged to donate. She noted that 
1979’s record crop hardly made up for the bad year prior and the uncertainties of the next. After 
seeing a SHARES commercial featuring a farm family, she wrote to Governor Ray : 
Why don’t you show the labor man receiving his large paycheck and then flash the 
picture of the starving Cam. People? Why is it only the grain harvest? Let’s show equal 
responsibility! I am a farm wife, work hard, last year [1978] we had nearly no crop.
 504 
 
Rose wanted the campaign to emphasize that everyone should pitch in, not just farmers.  
 The largest group of opponents criticized SHARES for diverting funds from domestic 
needs.  One Iowan wrote that SHARES “disturbed” him because, “There are too many people in 
Iowa as well as the rest of the United States who will go hungry possibly starve or freeze to 
death this winter because they have to make the choice between food or warmth.”505  Others 
criticized Ray for focusing too much attention on issues thousands of miles away from Iowa. 
Asserting that charity must begin at home, these critics pointed to local difficulties connected to 
the energy crisis, inflation, and growing unemployment. 
506
 One suggested that relief money 
could be put to better use by building a para-transit system for Iowa’s elderly and disabled. 
Other skeptics feared that the SHARES initiative might bring more refugees to Iowa, 
something the governor had already promoted. According to a September 1979 Des Moines 
Register poll, more than half of all Iowans opposed the additional resettlement of refugees in the 
state. By decade’s end, the state economy had taken a downturn, and some worried that the 
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newcomers took jobs from Americans and imposed additional burdens on the welfare system. 
 507
 
On December 4, 1979, the conservative syndicated columnist Paul Harvey, a Midwesterner 
himself, wrote an article printed in forums such as the Clinton Herald Newspaper that denounced 
what he called refugees’ “parasitism” and “welfare-Cadillac” lifestyle. Harvey wrote that the 
Indochinese “Buy and sell their teenage daughters; they skin and eat dogs and cats; they ravage 
our fishing grounds…Transporting them here is cruel to them and a rude affront to our own 
jobless.” He cautioned readers not to get suckered into donating to relief efforts by the 
emotionalized appeals pushed by bleeding-hearts, preachers, and fundraisers.
508
  
Such hostility to refugee resettlement spilled over into the Iowa SHARES campaign. One 
anonymous person mailed to the Governor a revised donation coupon; on the line, “Yes, I’d Like 
to Share,” the person crossed out “Share” and penciled in “ship everyone back.” Underneath, this 
person wrote, “Name: Mrs. Refugee. Address: Trying to Keep Alive.” Finally, the correspondent 
crossed out, “Send your check or money order to” and replaced it with, “Those men go back to 
their country and fight for it instead of coming her and live off of us for nothing.”509 Another 
Iowan wrote, “These people don’t belong in our country…We don’t need more people…Maybe 
they have by their own actions and complacency permitted these situations to happen…”510  
Still more criticism of the Iowa program came from outside, even from Ray’s fellow 
governors.  After reading Quinn’s publicity promoting Iowa SHARES, Governor William 
Janklow of South Dakota responded that he felt it to be improper for any governor to engage in 
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private fundraising. “I wholeheartedly endorse the efforts being made by private agencies and 
certain federal agencies to accommodate immigrants,” Janklow wrote to Ray, but added:  
Despite my personal feelings of compassion, I honestly believe it would be improper for 
a state government to initiate a private fundraising effort. There are many private charity 
organizations in South Dakota. We cooperate with them in proclaiming weeks in their 
honor and helping them with publicity. However, we do not actively promote one charity 
more than any other.
511
 
 
Janklow interpreted SHARES to be at the least a misuse and at the worst an abuse of the 
Governor’s power. For Janklow, a governor’s creation and promotion of one charity over others 
led to conflicts of interest; it diverted a governor from attending to the issues the people had 
elected their governor to solve and infringed upon private charities’ domain. 
Conclusion 
 The political dimensions of the SHARES program inspired deep reactions, both pro and 
con, from Iowans, but the ultimate purpose, of course, was humanitarian. The money raised in 
the November 23, 1979 thru April 30, 1981 campaign accomplished a number of immediate 
results. It meant rehabilitating three rural hospital dispensaries in the Kandal Province. It meant 
the creation of two rural orphanages in Svey Rieng and Prey Veng.  A special nine-truck 
Christmas convoy carried rice, mosquito nets, sleeping mats, and medicine to the neediest 
populations.  American donations helped purchase K-MIX-2, a concentrated nutrition source that 
brought people back from the brink of starvation. Iowa funded, organized, and sent two medical 
teams to Southeast Asia, each comprised of a doctor and several nurses, who treated refugees for 
months.
512
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For refugees who had arrived in Iowa earlier, such efforts had especially deep meaning. 
At a SHARES benefit in Farley, Iowa, people gave gifts to the Ban family, to make their first 
Christmas in America special.
513
  The relief project meant hope for Sothira Pan, a young fifth 
grader in North Dakota, who hoped his family back in Cambodia might benefit from it.
514
 
 For some Iowans, the SHARES campaign seemingly offered a way to help themselves, 
the U.S., and the world begin to heal the wounds of the Vietnam War and Watergate debacle. 
Some Americans felt guilty for the secret bombings of Cambodia, and even public officials like 
Kenneth Quinn felt the stigma of being associated with the U.S. government. Prior to the 
turbulent Vietnam era, Quinn had believed that “The White House was always the symbol of all 
that was right and good of our country. The presidents were all noble people to be emulated.” 515 
But during the Watergate scandal, Quinn realized how much ordinary citizens felt betrayed by 
their officials. He recalled that when he used a White House identification card at a Washington 
D.C. store, the clerk snapped, “That’s nothing to be proud of.” 516  
Such negative attitudes toward government had spread from D.C. to Iowa, as seen in the 
attitude of Iowa State University student David Kalianov. After reading William Shawcross’s 
book Sideshow: Kissinger, Nixon and the Destruction of Cambodia, Kalianov felt profoundly 
affected by that recent history.  He later remembered, “It was my personal introduction to the 
notion that what we believe to be true, as told to us by the powers that be, may not be truth at 
all…I could not help but ponder what the children of Cambodia must think of us. And after 
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reading Sideshow, I did not know what to think of us either.” 517 That dismay came through in 
the first verse of the theme song for SHARES, “Child of Cambodia,” that Kalianov wrote:  
Child of Cambodia, what do you think when you think of U.S.? 
 
Oh Child of Cambodia, do you see compassion, or the reach of love? 
 
For we live in a way, that sometimes, 
 
Blinds our eyes, from the painful cries, 
 
Of a people that live in a world much less than ours... 
 
While appalled by the role of the United States in first creating misery in Cambodia, then in 
being deaf to the “painful cries” of the Cambodians, Kalianov did not believe that Americans 
were bad at heart. When the Governor’s Office launched Iowa SHARES, Kalianov stated that, 
“It gave me a renewed sense of us.” 518  The final verse of his song stressed the promise 
represented by Iowans’ “giving” and “helping”: 
Child of Cambodia, what do you think when you think of us? 
 
Oh Child of Cambodia, help us to remember we were made for love, 
 
It is in giving, that we receive, 
 
And by helping you, make it through, 
 
These painful times in your world much less than ours... 
 
 In seeking to alleviate the suffering of refugees thousands of miles away, Governor Ray’s 
leadership served to preserve faith in government for at least some Iowans during tumultuous 
times. Quinn’s work with SHARES renewed his own self-image as a public official: “I felt so 
proud to be a part of Iowa and Iowa government and Governor Ray’s administration because of 
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our work on refugees…”519  The campaign could not end all controversy or uncertainty about 
how the United States could act in a world still torn by Cold War suspicions, and it fed into and 
even fanned some mistrust of foreigners and relief programs. But for other citizens of Iowa, 
Ray’s relief campaign allowed Republicans and Democrats, hawks and doves, Christians and 
Jews, young and old, rich and poor, to rally behind a singular humanitarian cause. By healing 
Cambodian refugees through their participation in Iowa SHARES, some Iowans hoped to find a 
way to heal themselves. 
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CHAPTER 8.  THE LITTLEST VICTIMS 
 For Robert Ray and Colleen Shearer, a successful refugee resettlement program meant 
placing adults into the workforce, and this is the narrative that dominates the Ray Papers. 
However, no history of Iowa’s Southeast Asian refugees can be complete without addressing the 
experiences of those too young to work. The history of children has only recently been addressed 
in academic circles. Historians have long considered children as passive onlookers to the 
historical dramas acted out by adults.
520
 Even if the historian has studied youngsters, researching 
youths has been fraught with difficulties and for good reason. Parents and institutional review 
boards have needed to protect the young from any harm that may have resulted from research 
projects; studying the history of refugee youths has been especially delicate given their traumatic 
experiences.
521
 For this reason, many histories of childhood have relied on the testimonials of 
adults who have reflected back on their younger days. Oral histories have provided a valuable 
glimpse into the lives of youngsters, and they are used in the chapter that follows. However, 
these and all other oral histories have their shortcomings. Memories fade, become jumbled and 
or lost as years from childhood pass. In addition to oral histories, this study of refugee youth has 
been built from essays written by English Second Language students in the Des Moines public 
school system beginning in 1980. 
 In their school essays, many of Des Moines’ refugees recounted ideal childhoods being 
shattered by communist takeovers in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. Iowa’s refugee youths 
singled out communists for wrenching them from their studies and forcing them to work. Under 
communist rule, many of the youngsters witnessed horrible events. Some students wrote about 
the last time they saw their fathers alive before execution. Fear of losing a father often compelled 
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the families of these children to flee. While escaping communism, youths saw fellow evacuees 
drown in the Mekong River and South China Sea. Students expressed mixed emotions when 
explaining their personal journeys to Iowa. For every happy reunion, a painful separation seemed 
to occur in their unstable world. They left behind homes, relatives, favorite pets, and best friends. 
At refugee camps throughout Southeast Asia, the youngsters made powerful new friendships 
with those in similar circumstances only to leave behind these newfound friends during the 
resettlement process. When they arrived in Des Moines, Iowa, they focused once more on fitting 
in and building new friendships. 
 In addition to examining the traumas suffered by refugee minors, this essay 
complicates the scholarly community’s usual portrayal of young refugees as “those who are the 
most vulnerable and deeply affected by war and social disruption.”522 Studying refugee youths 
yields important information because they experienced refugee life in ways different from adults. 
Insulated by their naiveté, many young refugees proved incapable of fully comprehending the 
trauma that had enveloped their families. This led youths to interpret events around them in ways 
unique from adults, and this continued as the youngsters began to explore their new surroundings 
in the United States. In both size and degree of suffering, young refugees were the littlest 
victims. 
Youth Interrupted 
 Cam Quang, an ethnic Chinese from a suburb of Saigon, remembered his picturesque 
childhood being disrupted by the communists. He came of age in the town of Cholon, which had 
a bustling marketplace full of vendors selling sticky rice, wonton soup, chow mein and many 
other items. Cam enjoyed watching bicyclists and motorcyclists race and perform tricks. By the 
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time Cam reached ten years of age, the communists had seized power and life changed for the 
worse. The communists even treated young people poorly. He wrote: 
What happened in Vietnam when it changed to Communism was horrible. One of the 
first things that they did was to change the money. Everyone ended up with equal money. 
It made no difference how hard your family had worked and saved in the past, most 
people lost their money. They made you go to meetings to learn about the communist 
system. They made you fear for your family if you didn’t go to the meetings. Sometimes 
at meetings if you were a young person, they forced you into the army. Also, if you were 
a young person with long hair walking on the street, the government people would take 
you and put you in the army.
523
 
 
Cam emphasized the economic repercussions of communism because his family had much to 
lose when the new regime came to power. Cam’s father had made a career out of making soy, 
bean, and hot pepper sauces along with preservatives for the Saigon marketplace. When the 
communists obtained firmer control over the South, the ethnic Chinese community suffered the 
greatest because of their heavy involvement in South Vietnam’s business sector. 
 Ky Tu, also an ethnic Chinese from South Vietnam, enjoyed his childhood until the 
political situation changed. Ky fondly remembered celebrating the New Year in his home 
country. Adults gave children money, fireworks lit up the sky for two nights, and everyone 
dressed in new cloths. Ky wrote about one New Year when his aunt took him and his sister 
downtown. When the three returned home after the celebration, Ky and his aunt realized that his 
sister had lost one of her shoes, and both laughed at his sister’s expense. When Ky turned six 
years of age, the communists seized power and ruined life in Vietnam. He explained, “We would 
have stayed there if it hadn’t been for the Communists. No one liked them.” Continuing on, Ky 
emphasized the communists’ mistreatment of children, “They ordered young people to work in 
fields and all of the people suffered because of them. People who worked in fields had to stay 
there all day. They worked from dawn until dusk. Some became ill but the communists didn’t 
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care.”524 Both Cam Quang and Ky Tu’s families made the decision to flee communism, and the 
two youths joined the growing ranks of boat people. 
 Mek Baccam, a Tai Dam living in Laos, learned about the Pathet Lao’s seizure of 
power over the radio. He explained his family’s flight, “We had to leave Laos because we didn’t 
like the communists, and we were afraid of them, and they weren’t good; we were afraid that 
there was going to be fight between Laos and the Laos communists.”525 Some of the Tai Dam in 
Laos had reason to fear the new regime. Many had fought alongside the French against the 
communists in Vietnam. After the 1954 Battle of Dien Bien Phu, North Vietnam fell to the 
communists, and a group of Tai Dam fled to Laos. Because of their experiences in North 
Vietnam, the Tai Dam understood communist rule more so than their Lao cousins.
526
 For this 
reason, many Tai Dam escaped to Thailand in May of 1975, months before the capitol of 
Vientiane fell to the Pathet Lao. Mek Baccam explained what would happen under the new 
regime: new laws, conscription, and prison camps. He wrote, “I didn’t like that they were going 
to make a new law. Like, if you weren’t in the Laos army, then they would arrest you and send 
you to another state to teach you how the new law is or how the communists do, and they want 
you to forget your old laws.”527 
 In contrast to the Tai Dam who feared communist reprisals and left for Thailand, the 
Lao prepared for an easy peace; this difference in expectations appeared in the recollections of 
Lao youths. Orathay Fongdara resented King Savang Vatthana and other leaders for naively 
believing the false promises of the Pathet Lao. He wrote, “I don’t know why the King of Laos let 
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the Communists come in the country…All the leaders of Laos believed in the Communists. They 
were going to be friends.”528 Unfortunately, thousands of these leaders paid dearly for their 
naiveté. They languished in reeducation camps for many years. Many Lao, including King 
Savang Vatthana, died during their imprisonment. Orathay noted the communists’ method for 
creating new leaders. They advised college students to demonstrate, and they promised these 
students leadership positions in the new government. These strikes prompted Orathay’s family to 
leave Laos. Similar to the leaders in Orathay’s narrative, Boonleng Keongam remembered being 
duped by the promises of the communists. They told him, “We bring you the new life; better 
than before and we have great power.” The communists vowed to “make the Laotian people and 
poor people feel happy.”529 Boonleng told the reader that these good times never came under 
communist rule. He explained, “Everything began to decline, the roads were destroyed and never 
restored. The city was destroyed and declined. People under the communists’ control did not 
have enough food to eat. Some factories stopped working and education was never promoted. 
Students studied only a few hours a day.”530 
 As a ten-year-old girl from Southwest Cambodia, Sovouthy Tith refused to believe 
communist propaganda from the start. Her father rose to the rank of Lt. Colonel before he died in 
the war against the infamous Khmer Rouge. Sovouthy noted, “Even if he didn’t earn much 
money for the family, I still loved him because he was a nationalist.”531 In April of 1975, 
students had time off from school, but escalating warfare prevented them from enjoying their 
vacation. Guns went off throughout the night, and by the seventeenth, Sovouthy and others 
listened to a radio broadcast emanating from the capitol of Phnom Penh; the communists 
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announced that they had seized power and were nationalists. Souvothy remembered that fateful 
moment: “I didn’t believe them, not even a single word. I had never felt so worried or upset as I 
was at that time because I knew what was going to happen. I walked away from the group of 
people, my mind going back to the death of my father. I thought if I were older, I would not let 
my father down this way at all. No one got a good night’s sleep on that night; some cried and 
some asked God for help.”532 
 Iowa’s refugee youths connected the deterioration of life under communist rule with 
being removed from school and being forced to work. Two days after Sovouthy heard the radio 
announcement, the Khmer Rouge demanded all students in the seventh grade and up appear at a 
meeting; fear for her life compelled the young girl to attend. At the gathering, the Khmer Rouge 
informed the schoolchildren that they would not be able to continue their studies. The 
communists told Sovouthy and other students, “We can’t eat paper instead of food to survive, so 
we have to work on the farm.”533 Puzzled pupils looked at one another, but they refused to 
protest out of fear. Upon hearing this bad news, Sovouthy recalled, “I almost cried, but I tried to 
hold back and pretended to look at the pool with fish swimming slowly in the shadow of the 
trees. I did want to drag my bicycle and ride away, but I could not; I just didn’t listen to them 
anymore.”534 Nib Thongchine, a twelve-year-old girl when Laos became communist, also 
connected the unfairness of communism with children having to work without pay: 
My country deteriorated and became an indigent country. People got poorer and poorer 
until there was no food to eat, no clothes to wear…Everything changed rapidly such as 
living, wandering to visit each other, education and other things. The communists 
compelled people to work for them. If they did not do what they said, they punished or 
killed them like animals. I was one of them. I worked for the Communists. But, we did 
not get anything from them.
535
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Phoeun Chey, a Cambodian from Battambang, noted how only cows, water buffalo, and 
elephants pulled carts in Cambodia before the Khmer Rouge. Afterwards, humans pulled carts. 
According to Phoeun, “Sometimes, the Khmer Rouge rode on the wagons and you had to pull 
them too, and if you went too slow, they hit you with a piece of wood to make you pull 
faster.”536 He also explained the specific work duties of youths, “The young children, aged eight 
through sixteen, had to go to work, too. Their job was to pick up little pieces of wood that were 
on the water. They worked from 6:00 AM to 6:30 PM. Then they came home for dinner time. 
Work like that was not easy because if you rested you got killed.”537 
 
Figure 10. Student Illustration of a Soldier 
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Fear for Father 
 Like Sovouthy Tith, many of Des Moines’ refugee authors wrote about losing their 
fathers in the struggle against communism. Cher Vang’s father had been killed fighting the 
communists in 1969. Pao Lee, also a Hmong, lamented the loss of a father at the hands of 
Vietnamese soldiers in 1972. To make matters worse, the family never recovered father’s body 
to perform the proper last rites.
538
 Monyra Chau remembered her father fighting all over 
Cambodia before he died when she was eight. Born in Cambodia in 1972, Veasna Ham also lost 
his father at a young age. He wrote, “My mother said that my father was a soldier and that he 
was killed. I never saw my father. I wonder what he was like.”539 
 In her essay, Saran Chau narrated her father’s tragic last days. Before being a soldier, 
Saran’s father had been employed as a doctor. Because of his work connections, he had an 
opportunity to leave Cambodia for America, but he refused to turn his back on his homeland. 
Saran envied her father’s patriotism. She recalled how her father dreamt of being shot in the 
shoulder. This dream came true, but her father survived. Ultimately, the Khmer Rouge learned 
that Saran’s father fought against them. The young author explained what happened as a result: 
One day some soldiers who were Cambodian, but who were secretly working for the 
Communists, came to my house and told my father that he was to go with them to a 
governmental office to receive another stripe (his fourth) for his uniform. These men 
were lying, but we did not know it at this time. My father went with them and we never 
saw him again. Only later, when these same soldiers returned to our house and stole our 
furniture and made us leave, did we realize they had lied. Then we knew for sure that my 
father had been killed.
540
 
 
Saran wrote about her family’s most cherished possession. After the Khmer Rouge evicted her 
family from their home, a cousin snuck into the house and found a photograph of Saran’s father. 
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The cousin wrapped the photo in plastic and buried it. Though damaged by dirt and water, the 
photograph came with Saran to Des Moines, Iowa.
541
 
  Even if their fathers had not died at the hands of the communists, childhood fears of 
losing their fathers appeared in the writings of Des Moines’ Southeast Asian students. Bounsong 
Manivanh’s father worked for the king of Laos during the day, and he tended to the family farm 
in the evenings. In 1977, a man summoned her father to a meeting with the king. On this same 
day, the fifteen-year-old Bounsong had to take her final exams for that semester. She 
remembered those worrisome times: 
After the test, we were asking my mom why my dad didn’t come home to eat lunch with 
us and she said he had not come home from the meeting yet. In the late afternoon on that 
day, my parents’ old friend came to my mom and told her he saw them take my dad and 
some other people in a car and they drove away. We never knew where he went. We tried 
and tried so many times to find out where he was but nobody knew.
542
  
 
During her father’s three month long absence, Bounsong described the communists’ seizure of 
her family’s apartment, many possessions, and her mother’s struggle to keep the family farm. 
Pathana Luvan, a ten-year-old from Laos, feared losing her father as well. At school, she 
overheard students talking about how the communists were “taking the leaders or people that 
[are] smart away from their family. Then I got worried about my father because he was a mayor. 
My mom got worried too; we didn’t know when they would get him.”543 One day Pathana’s 
elder sister visited the family. This sister worked for an American, and she warned that the 
family must leave Laos as soon as possible or else their father would be captured. Fear of losing 
male heads of households often prompted departures from their homelands. The route to Iowa 
was often an arduous one. 
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Harrowing Escapes 
 Des Moines’ refugee youths recounted their harrowing escapes to nations of first 
asylum. Fue Yang’s father worried his children might be drafted into Vietnam’s ever-growing 
Army. Prior to leaving Laos, Fue’s elder brother just managed to evade being drafted. This close 
call resulted in the Hmong family’s decision to seek asylum in Thailand. For Fue, his journey to 
freedom seemed surreal. “When we went to Thailand it was not easy and I don’t mind talking 
about it, but when it was real it was not fun at all, and when I talk about it, it’s just like a story.” 
Fue marched for seven days through the jungles of Laos to reach Thailand. For three of those 
days, heavy rains slowed their pace. The mud seemed impassable. With each step, Fue feared 
being discovered by Vietnamese soldiers. He explained, “Every time we thought in our hearts 
that something might go wrong. We couldn’t even let the children cry. If the children cried, the 
Vietnamese soldiers would hear and they would shoot us. They couldn’t say a word.” Fue 
remembered being in tears and doubting his ability to continue the hard journey to Thailand. He 
wrote, “I was very weak and I hardly had the strength to walk. My father said I had to get up to 
eat and I said I didn’t want to get up. I was tired and all I wanted to do was just sleep and I didn’t 
feel like eating. I was sick about one week….I think that God helped me and God gave me the 
strength so I could walk.”544 
 Reaching the Mekong River and crossing into Thailand did not bring Fue’s group of 
about forty-eight Hmong immediate relief. While traveling in four boats across the Mekong, the 
Thai sank the boat Fue’s brother rode. Watching from the riverbank, Fue feared for his brother’s 
life, but he knew how to swim and was not among the eight who drowned. After reaching the 
Thai side, the Hmong stayed in lodging provided by the Thai. That first night in Thailand, the 
same individuals who sank their boat returned to the Hmong’s quarters and robbed the 
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newcomers. The small lodging could not hold Fue’s family, so they slept outside and avoided 
being robbed. Fue remembered the group’s sadness, “In the morning, everybody came to us and 
everybody was crying. Some of the people were crying because the day before they had lost part 
of their family by drowning…My best friend was in one of the boats with his family. His mother 
and sister drowned when the Thai sank the boat.”545 Fue’s father advised the Hmong to fight the 
next time the Thai tried to rob them. When the group first arrived at their camp, these bandits 
returned and grabbed Fue’s father. Heeding his father’s advice, fellow Hmong pulled out their 
knives and drove their attackers away.
546
 
 Vay Ho demonstrated an in depth knowledge of the boat people trade and its many 
tragedies. On two separate occasions, his father and mother had been caught attempting to escape 
communist Vietnam. Vay wrote about his parents’ suffering while imprisoned, “My father was 
punished by being struck with strong sticks. He was sickened several times in a month…They 
both had not enough food to eat, no blanket kept them warm, [they] took a shower once every 
two weeks.” While taking food to father, Vay noticed, “A lot of prisoners looked with hungry 
eyes.”547 Retaliation would have occurred if his father had not shared the food. After an entire 
month, Vay’s elder brother found a Mrs. Su who bribed officials and secured his parents’ release 
from prison. A short time thereafter, Mrs. Su organized a plan for the family to leave South 
Vietnam. Demonstrating the duplicitous world of the boat people trade, Mrs. Su could not be 
trusted enough to orchestrate the family’s exit from Vietnam even after she had obtained the 
release of Vay’s parents. The family reasoned that Mrs. Su’s bribe to prison officials seemed 
low, and she had been talking too much in public. Instead, the family waited until a safer plan 
presented itself six months later. All the while, Vay’s family worried the government might 
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search their home and find their valuables. The family pretended to farm while hiding their gold 
in the field. Ultimately, the family received government permission to leave Vietnam by boat.
548
 
 Vay Ho faced a grueling ordeal as a young boat person. His mere twenty-yard boat 
contained two hundred and ten individuals. After several attempts, the boat finally departed for 
Malaysia. The loaded down craft traveled sluggishly on the sea. At landfall in Malaysia, 
passengers became elated and jumped into the water with a “big freedom smile.” However, one 
of the swimmers immediately realized the water’s true depth. The boat’s captain tried to pull the 
craft closer to shore. Vay vividly explained what happened next: 
Suddenly, the crest of the wave which was more than four stories high slammed against 
our boat. Children started to cry. The second crest of the wave raised and dropped the 
boat to the sea shore from about three stories high. The boat crashed, the salt water sank 
the boat. The next few waves pushed the boat closer and closer to the shore and pushed 
some people far away from the shore because they couldn’t hang on to the boat or they 
were afraid the boat would flip over so they jumped out of the boat. Some Malaysians 
helped to bring the children floating on the water to shore. Some swam out far away and 
tried to save people who were pulled out by the crest of the waves.
549
 
 
Some drowned and one person’s body could not be recovered. The hungry group had arrived in 
Malaysia and discovered that the Malaysians only traded food for gold, money, and watches. 
 Phoeun Chey, a Cambodian born in 1972, recalled his family’s climactic flight to 
Thailand. One day, the seven-year-old’s family and a group of others had been ordered to dig a 
large hole. The Khmer Rouge often demanded people dig their own graves before shooting their 
victims. He described his terrifying exit from Cambodia during the Vietnamese invasion: 
My family and another family had finished digging a large hole. We were sitting in front 
of the hole waiting to be shot. The Khmer Rouge pointed the guns at us. One of the 
Khmer Rouge asked why we were still in Cambodia. My cousin said we couldn’t get out. 
The Khmer Rouge said we could go if we would get out of there immediately. There was 
a reason why the Khmer Rouge did not want to shoot us then. If the South Vietnamese 
soldiers had heard the shooting, they would have come to fight the Khmer Rouge.
550
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The Khmer Rouge advised the group to find sanctuary by traveling west. Fearing a trap, 
Phoeun’s family went in the opposite direction. His family lived in constant fear of being 
discovered and killed by the communists until they escaped through the jungle to reach Thailand. 
 Whether arriving to nations of first asylum as “boat people” or “land people,” some of 
Iowa’ refugee children spoke about their difficulties in refugee camps throughout Asia. 
Boonleng Keongam lived at Ban Tong Camp with about sixteen thousand others. He worked for 
the Thai government from dawn until dusk. Soldiers watched over his every move. By 10:00 
PM, refugees had to be in their shelters with the lights off. Even with this strict curfew, robberies 
and murders took place. Boonleng summarized life in Ban Tong as follows, “We lived under 
poor conditions, unhappy and without freedom.”551 For the author, refugee camp life did not 
improve much in the Philippines either. Boonleng went hungry while frequent outbreaks of fever 
and diarrhea wracked the refugees. Hoover School District classmates Sovouthy Tith and 
Khanny Um also described the hardships of camp life. At Khao I Dang, Tith felt powerless 
because refugees could not complain about their mistreatment. The Thai feared communist 
infiltration and worried western nations such as the United States might leave them the burden of 
caring for refugees like Khanny Um. Khanny described the Thais’ cruel treatment of 
Cambodians: 
Cambodian people died because of Thai soldiers, who were very cruel. They killed a lot 
of Cambodian people when the Cambodian people escaped to Thailand. They would take 
the Cambodian people to the mountain and when they got to the top, the Thai soldiers 
would make the Cambodian people go down the other side of the mountain. The Thai 
soldiers knew that there were a lot of bombs on that side of the mountain…The Thai 
soldiers forced the Cambodian people to go down the side of the mountain so that the 
bombs will blow them up.
552
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Khanny also stayed at Khao I Dang. She described life there as boring. People did next to 
nothing while hoping to be accepted to the United States. While at their respective camps, 
refugees had time to reflect on being separated from loved ones. 
Separations 
 In their narratives, Des Moines’ refugee youths emphasized the pain caused by 
separation from family, friends, and pets. For some of Iowa’s Cambodian youths, this separation 
from family occurred as a direct result of Khmer Rouge policy. The Khmer Rouge demanded 
loyalty to the state alone. Adults seeking to become members of the Santebal secret police force 
had to answer thirty-two questions about their relatives. The communists demanded adults 
inform on any family members with potential disloyalties to the regime, even children. The last 
of the questions asked, “Do your children have influence, power, or interaction of any kind with 
you?”553 However, the Khmer Rouge viewed the young as the purest creatures to mold in their 
image. After the very young finished breast feeding, the Khmer Rouge separated children from 
their parents and placed them in communal barracks to be raised by adults loyal to the 
revolution. At the age of six, Chea Seng remembered the communists taking him away from his 
mother. He wrote, “I had to become part of the brigade of the children. I didn’t go to work in the 
field with the adults because I was so small, but they told me to wash the dishes, clean the yard, 
and cut the grass. I ate lunch at 2:30 PM. I had a meal only one time a day…Every morning I got 
up at 6:00 AM and went to work.
554
 In the barracks, Chea slept on the floor and shared a blanket 
with other children. Inevitably, the boy awoke coverless and cold in the middle of the night. 
 Using propaganda and the threat of force, the Khmer Rouge hoped to transform youths 
into soldiers, policemen, executioners, and spies loyal only to the state, but nine-year-old 
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Khanny Um’s narrative highlighted the Khmer Rouge’s failure to break the strong ties of familial 
love. Some Cambodian youths learned a communist song that aimed to weaken their ties to their 
families. One portion of the song went as follows: 
You depend on your grandparents, 
But they are far away 
You depend on your mother 
But your mother is at home 
You depend on your elder sister, 
But she has married a [Lon Nol] soldier 
You depend on the rich people, 
But the rich people oppress the poor people
555
 
 
Like Chea, Khanny Um had to live with other children in a communal building away from her 
parents. The communists might have permitted families to visit one another for a mere three days 
out of a month. Missing her parents prompted Khanny to defy the Khmer Rouge. She explained: 
I was unhappy when I was taken away, because I missed my parents so much. One day, I 
missed my parents so much that I ran to my house to see them without permission from 
my leader. I knew that they would not let me go to see my parents if I asked for 
permission. I was lucky when I went to see my parents, but I got into trouble when I 
came back to my place. There were two watchgirls who followed me when I was walking 
back. I thought I was going to die that time because those girls almost shot me. They 
suddenly changed their mind.
556
 
 
After the Vietnamese invaded Cambodia in 1979, families attempted to regroup, and thousands 
fled to Thailand. 
 Even as refugee families regrouped and reached asylum in camps throughout Asia, 
they inevitably left behind loved ones. Boonleng Keongam wrote about the sorry state of some 
refugees at the Philippines Refugee Processing Center; “Some people were very sad, homesick. 
They thought about their children, their wife or their husband, whom they had left behind. Some 
of them killed or hung themselves.”557 He left behind a brother, sisters, and many nieces and 
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nephews, and he commented, “I hope they will come to the United States someday.”558 Ky Tu 
made it to safety in Iowa with a father, sister, and two brothers. However, Ky left behind a 
mother, grandmother, aunt, and youngest brother. Ky wrote, “I have lived here about six and one 
half years. The four people that I named before are not here yet. I miss them very, very 
much…We’re hoping they’ll come this year. We have been separated more than seven years.”559 
 Even if a family made it to safety together, they faced breakup during the resettlement 
process. Siamphone Xayavong escaped Laos and lived in Thailand with grandparents. 
Eventually, his grandparents were accepted for resettlement in Texas: a mixed blessing for the 
family. The young author wrote a heart rending recollection of being separated from his 
grandmother: 
When my grandmother and her family were able to leave for Texas, I cried a lot. I didn’t 
want them to move so I started to pull my grandmother and I would cry very loudly. That 
was when I was about four or five. My grandmother tried to leave but I wouldn’t let go of 
her. Finally, my mom pulled me away. Then I started to cry even louder. I didn’t want 
my grandmother to move away. After they left, my family and I lived alone. Sometimes I 
was happy and sometimes I thought about my grandparents. I was sad whenever I saw a 
plane fly across the sky. I thought about my grandparents.
560
 
 
On the whole, young Tai Dam did not have to endure as much separation because Governor 
Robert Ray had decided to resettle them as a group. However, all Southeast Asian refugee 
children had been separated from relatives during resettlement, including the Tai Dam. 
 No group of young refugees left behind more loved ones than unaccompanied minors. 
These individuals may or may not have been orphaned, and this complicated any adoption 
process. The state of Iowa took guardianship over these individuals and then transferred this 
guardianship to the Iowa Department of Social Services. These unaccompanied minors then 
entered the state’s foster care system. For unaccompanied minors like Cam Quang, adjusting to 
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life in Iowa without family proved difficult. Cam had four older sisters and three brothers in his 
family of ten. He survived being a boat person, but he still missed his relatives. He finished his 
ESL essay with a somber sentence, “Everyone in my family is still in Vietnam, except me.”561 
 In oral histories and in their student essays, Iowa’s refugee youths lamented being torn 
from the company of good friends during their journeys to America. Parents advised their 
children to keep their exit plans secret. This might have prevented a family’s escape plot from 
being discovered by the communists, but it also prevented children from saying goodbye to dear 
friends.
562
 As a five-year-old, Me Duong remembered a mixture of emotions when leaving Laos, 
“I was very excited and overjoyed but I was unhappy to leave my friends. We couldn’t say 
anything to our friends about our moving.”563 
 At displaced persons camps, Iowa’s refugee youths formed powerful bonds with those 
in similar circumstances only to see these bonds broken during resettlement. Theun Deo from 
Laos stated the importance of good friends to a young person’s wellbeing in camp. He wrote, 
“Friends in refugee camp, they usually have a gang. If you don’t have friends they like to bother 
you all the time.”564 Some lucky youths reunited with pals from their hometowns while in 
nations of first asylum. Pathana Luvan became overjoyed when she learned her Laotian friend 
had escaped to Thailand. She wrote, “I visited her all the time so we could talk about school, 
friends and our village. I asked her how Laos was when I was away…I felt really happy because 
I see my friend once again.”565 In addition to old pals, Iowa’s refugee youths formed new 
relationships while in camp. Sivilay Phabmixay described how the refugee experience disrupted 
friendships: “I had many friends in the camp, they are good friends good persons to be friends 
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with…I lived in the camp about a year and a half. I felt bad and sad to leave my friends. I just 
left my friends from Laos, and then I had to leave my friends I just knew in camp. That was the 
worst feeling I ever had, sad and it made me cry.”566 In her narrative, Pathana Luvan described 
the mixed emotions refugees felt after learning that they had been accepted to America. She 
wrote, “I felt happy and sad because I had to abandon my house, my things and all of my friends 
once again, and the happy part was I just wanted to see what it was like in America.”567 
 In addition to friends, Des Moines’ refugee youngsters wrote about missing their 
animals. By the late 1970s, more Indochinese refugees came from agricultural backgrounds than 
had the first 130,000 arrivals. Farm children grew up surrounded by animals. Veasna Ham wrote, 
“I am glad I was born on a farm. There were lots of things to see and do.”568 Interacting with 
farm animals represented one of those many things to do. Laotian Oubonh Phanthavong lived on 
a farm that produced rice. The Phanthavong family owned chickens, ducks, cows, and water 
buffalo. When he tired of walking home from the field, Ounbonh remembered riding on the 
backs of water buffalo.
569
 As a Buddhist, Khanny Um learned to treat animals kindly while 
growing up in Monkolbarei, Cambodia. Folks from her hometown enjoyed feeding pigs and 
chickens, and they lived with the company of many other animals.
570
 
 Whether or not they farmed, nearly all of these children had favorite pets that could not 
come with them. The Vietnamese communists forced Amkha Xam out of Laos in a hurry. The 
youngster only managed to grab two outfits, but leaving behind clothing did not hurt as badly as 
leaving behind a furry friend. Amkha stated, “I wanted to take my dog with me but I 
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couldn’t.”571 Similarly, Mek Baccam “felt sad to leave behind my house, garden and all my 
animals.”572 Oune Be wrote about his dog’s premonition that something was amiss just prior to 
the author’s exit from Laos. He explained, “At 3:00 O’clock I was coming back home and I saw 
my dog. He was just standing and not running to me, and I looked at him. He was looking 
strange. Later at 4:45 I was going up to the house to pack my clothes to take with me, and he just 
ran to me, gave me a kiss and ran away. After I was going to leave my house, I went to my 
brother’s house and told my brother to take good care of him.”573 
 Sovane Bethi’s essay best represented the blurred line between separation and reunion, 
and the emotional roller coaster endured by Iowa’s refugee youths. Sovane fled Laos for 
Thailand accompanied her parents and a brother, but the youngster felt sorrow because the trip to 
freedom meant separating from her big brother, dog, home, and bicycle. At a refugee camp in 
Thailand, Sovane reunited with many cousins and developed strong friendships with new 
playmates. Upon learning about being accepted to America, Sovane expressed the mixed 
emotions so common in the disrupted life of refugee youngsters. The author explained: 
I found out I was going to leave the camp by seeing our name in front of the office in the 
camp. I felt happy and sad. I felt happy because when I get to America, I get to see my 
sister and her family. I hadn’t seen her for a long, long time. I thought, I get to see my 
sister and how beautiful the United States is. I felt sad because when I left the camp, I 
would miss my good friends in the camp, and I think I will never come back to see my 
friends. All my friends had to go the other way, and I will never ever see my good friends 
again. That makes me sad.
574
 
 
These powerful friendships helped refugee youths endure difficult times, and they are important 
for understanding an alternative narrative about the resiliency of refugee youths. 
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Them that Knows Nothing Fears Nothing
575
 
 An odd segue appeared in Siamphone Xayavong’s retelling of life as a four-year-old 
child refugee. His family had just escaped the communists in Laos, who “were killing all of the 
innocent people.”576 Eventually, the Xayavongs reached Thailand and built a shelter. Siamphone 
wrote: 
We built a tall fence and a gate to go outside. We built it because we didn’t want any 
robbers and killers to get into our house. We didn’t have any lock on the door. That was 
why we built a fence and a door with a stick to keep the door locked. We had fun. When 
it was raining we would climb the mountain and play. The mountains were very high. 
Then we got some mud and we made things like statues out of it.
577
 
 
Siamphone’s narrative, like many of the other refugee essayists, contained an odd mixture of 
prescience and ignorance. This ignorance resulted from their youthful naiveté and parents’ 
conscious attempts to shield children from the problems at hand. Siamphone’s mother, pregnant 
with her fourth child, probably had different feelings about her life as a refugee in Thailand. 
Siamphone’s remembrance of refugee camp life as “fun” was not unique. In their essays and oral 
histories about their younger days, many of Iowa’s Indochinese refugees described having 
pleasant times at refugee camps. The following argument does not deny that young refugees 
suffered. This suffering has already been explained in detail above. However, to dismiss their 
accounts because of their youth would be a greater disservice than to propose that the young 
were the most resilient group of refugees. 
 Somkong Vong, a seven-year-old Tai Dam, remembered her family’s flight from 
Vientiane, Laos, in ways different than her parents. Her father translated Morse code for an 
aeronautical company and her mother performed housekeeping for a U.S. family. As the 
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communists continued to make gains into Laos, Somkong’s parents fled because their 
connections to the United States placed their lives in jeopardy. They feared for their safety, and 
they made the difficult decision to leave behind a land they had called home for many years. 
However, Somkong had only a faint memory of leaving the capital for her grandparents’ place in 
Laos. She recalled, “I had no idea what was happening…I do not remember packing my cloths. I 
think my mom did all those things.”578 Somkong’s parents arranged for transportation from her 
grandparents’ home to Thailand. In contrast to the adults, the child failed to comprehend the 
seriousness of the moment. Somkong compared her carefree mental state to that of her distressed 
parents as the family finally left Laos for Thailand, “They showed emotions. When somebody 
came to pick us up in a big truck we were all riding in the back of the truck, and I just noticed my 
mom was crying. I didn’t know why.”579 
 The brazenness and ignorance of youth often shielded refugees from the realities of 
refugee life; this brazenness and ignorance appeared in many of the Des Moines students’ ESL 
essays. In 1975, Somaly Chak escaped from the murderous Pol Pot regime earlier than most 
others. However, the early evacuees still faced a difficult journey to Thailand. On the way, 
Somaly explained how her group caught, plied with alcohol, and then killed several Khmer 
Rouge soldiers. Barefooted people went without food, drink, and sleep during the two day 
ordeal. Little children and babies cried during this trip to Thailand, but not big nine-year-old 
Somaly. The author boasted, “When I walked at night, I wasn’t even scared of anything.”580 
Crossing the Mekong River, people drowned and others were shot. Five-year-old Me Duong 
crossed the river at night, but the author incorrectly believed their family had crossed a lake into 
Thailand. However, Me Duong feared the boat might hit a rock and or be tipped over in 
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comparison to the carefree youths in Phouthasone “Larry” Khounxay’s account.581 Larry’s 
family paid a person to smuggle them into Thailand. While navigating the dangerous Mekong 
River, Larry’s younger sister and little cousin erupted in laughter. Initially, the young children 
failed to comprehend the seriousness of the moment. Larry’s mother frantically tried to quiet the 
children by covering their mouths with her hands. In the midst of the commotion, the boat 
suddenly tipped and ejected everyone into the water. The family nearly drowned and lost most of 
their valuables in the accident.
582
 
 The ignorance of youth also appeared in Vay Ho’s essay about boat people. Vay’s 
family had made preparations to leave Vietnam from Ray Gia Bay. The police did a four hour 
roll call for the two hundred and ten passengers. Unfortunately, the many passengers loaded 
down the twenty-yard boat, and the water’s depths prevented the group from embarking. The 
people had to wait four more days before another chance to leave Vietnam presented itself. 
During their next attempt, the vessel’s water pump broke, and the boat filled with water. People 
tried to eject the water until a police boat arrived four hours later. The police demanded the 
group return to shore once again. The boat sat for another five days while being repaired. Adults 
sold clothing, watches, and gold to buy food and have the boat fixed. They had already paid exit 
fees and bribes many times over in their attempts to exit Vietnam. On the third attempt, Vay 
contrasted the reactions of knowledgeable parents and ignorant youths. The student wrote, 
“When the boat came, all the children were happy, but not their parents. Their parents were 
afraid it might happen again and they would have to return to sell clothes, watches and gold or 
something else would happen.”583 
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Happy Campers 
 Tai Dam oral histories have demonstrated that youths experienced camp life differently 
than adults. Youngsters stayed at the same camp at the same time as their parents. However, 
adults hated life in Nong Khai, Thailand, while the youngsters enjoyed their stay. After the Tai 
Dam had arrived in Thailand in May of 1975, over 1,200 had to be trucked to a Buddhist temple 
near Nong Khai. This temple and the surrounding grounds served as the Tai Dam’s refugee 
camp. Houng Baccam, an adult political leader, had a horrible time at the refugee camp. He 
feared communist infiltration, and he participated in an around the clock watch.
584
 Would his 
family be broken up during the resettlement process? Would the Tai Dam find asylum as an 
entire group or be scattered across the globe? Where would the Tai Dam go next? These 
questions led to worry-filled nights for Houng and the other adults. Houng remembered that 
frustrating time, “Sometimes at night in Nong Khai, I would be talking with my wife and I’d feel 
as if I wanted to beat my fists against my chest. It was terrible.”585 Thuong Lo, a former soldier 
for the French and Lao armies, did not arrive at Nong Khai until four years after Houng Baccam. 
He too had an awful experience there. Thuong worried other Tai Dam might kill him.
586
 Tai Dam 
had family and political rivalries that they brought with them to camp. Some charged others with 
being allied to the communists back in Laos. 
 From the very start of refugee life for the Tai Dam, children had more positive 
memories than their parents. Houng Baccam remembered untroubled youths’ behavior on the 
truck ride to Nong Khai. He remembered, “The children thought it was a picnic at first.”587 Their 
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carefree mentality continued throughout their stay at camp. Somkong Vong and Mike Rasavanh 
resided at Nong Khai as youngsters during the same time as Houng, but they remembered 
refugee life there differently. Adults feared staying near the Buddhist funerary complex; the 
ancestor worshipping Tai Dam believed the power of returning spirits could make one ill. 
However, Somkong Vong had no worries. She used tombstones as her makeshift sliding boards. 
Playing jump rope, stick and rubber band games, Somkong described life at Nong Khai as 
“pretty relaxed. Actually, to me, it was pretty fun. I got to run around a new place, meet new 
people, and play with new friends.”588 Mike Rasavanh spoke about similar memories of camp 
life. He stated, “As kids, it was fun. Many other kids were running around playing. We did not 
even think of how worried our parents must have been.”589 In comparison to Thuong who feared 
for his life while at Nong Khai, his twelve-year-old daughter Dara Rasavanh recalled life at this 
very same camp as being “very fun” and “festive.”590 
 In their oral histories, some of the Tai Dam appeared to feel guilty for remembering 
life in camp with fondness. As adults, they have become more aware of their parents’ suffering, 
and some may have reinterpreted their life in camp in more somber tones. However, their 
memories of fun times at refugee camps have been corroborated by the essays written by refugee 
students in the Des Moines public school system. While at his camp, Mek Baccam stated, “I did 
nothing---just had fun with my many friends.”591 Pathana Luvan acknowledged her camp was 
“very dangerous because there were killing, stealing, and gambling,” but in that very same 
paragraph, she stated, “In the camp I made a lot of new friends and it was fun.”592  
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 Refugee youths put their imaginations to use while in the camps. They played old 
games like soccer and invented new ones with their limited resources. In contrast to what might 
have been a gloomy environment for adults, refugee camps represented new terrains to be 
explored by youths. Phonesamay Fongdara’s narrative best illustrated how youngsters put their 
imaginations to work in the refugee camps. The author described daily life the Philippines 
Refugee Processing Center: 
We had a lot of fun there. I learned how to swim in a stream. During the daytime I 
usually went into the woods and hunted or looked for fruit for my little brother. There 
once was an earthquake but it didn’t affect us. I liked playing in the sand with my friends. 
In the woods, I liked to climb and chop trees and branches. I made a lot of friends in the 
Philippines…My brother loved to make and fly kites…We played a lot of games and it 
was the happiest time in my life.
593
 
 
At Larry Khounxay’s second refugee camp, the rhythm of play dictated his daily routine. In the 
early morning, he ran to his parents and asked for money to buy rice noodles from a vendor. By 
10:00 AM, he sprinted with friends to a local lake and dug for clay. Then, Larry and playmates 
began sculpting whatever their imaginations dictated. By the afternoon, Larry and friends bought 
ice cream and played numerous games. In the evenings, jokes and scary stories proliferated 
around a bon fire.
594
 Young teenagers also enjoyed camp life more so than adults. They flirted 
with new love interests, and they enjoyed moonlit walks together.
595
 
  Youthful ignorance and protective parents shielded many refugee youths from the full 
rigors of being a refugee. By the time Vilayvanh Senephansiri penned her essay, she had become 
aware of her parents’ conscious effort to shield youths from refugee life. The author explained, 
“My parents had a hard time to decide to leave my country. My parents did not tell us because 
they thought we were not old enough. Maybe they would tell us later. On the last day, my 
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parents just told us we had to go.”596 The innocence and ignorance of childhood even existed in 
the killing fields of Cambodia. In 1976 when Chea Seng was just five years of age, his sister 
died, but he failed to comprehend what happened. The young author remembered, “My mother 
cried a lot. I asked her, why are you crying, mother?”597 Ignorance might also have shielded very 
young refugees from what otherwise would have been painful family separations. During Chea’s 
last days under Khmer Rouge, he recalled an awkward meeting with a sobbing woman; the child 
did not know the identity of this person. That was the first time Chea remembered meeting his 
grandmother.
598
 
 In addition to being protected by ignorance, the young have always been more ready to 
explore new terrains than the old. Leaving home was hardest on the elderly who had invested 
their entire lives in their homelands. Vilayvanh Senesphansiri realized the decision to leave home 
most affected adults, especially the elderly. She wrote, “My grandmother lived in the country. 
We tried to get her to come with us, but she said no. She had a hard time to move to a new place. 
She wants to live and enjoy the only place where she was born and lived all her life. My parents 
had a hard time too.”599 When families arrived at refugee camps, the young adapted faster than 
the old. At these camps throughout Asia, the adults worried and the children played.  
 According to historian Tara Zahra, refugee youths have not always been 
“quintessential victims of war.”600 In her monograph, The Lost Children: Reconstructing 
Europe’s Families after World War II, Zahra traced the development of psychology and its 
application to refugee children. Initially, relief workers worried about the physical well-being of 
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children. For example, Herbert Hoover’s World War I era American Relief Administration 
focused on the caloric intake of European children. Youths had to finish their meals in front of 
relief workers out of fear they would smuggle foodstuffs home to their parents. This attention to 
physical well-being appeared in the League of Nations’ 1924 Declaration of the Rights of the 
Child, “The child that is hungry must be fed; the child that is sick must be nursed; the child that 
is backward must be helped; the delinquent child must be reclaimed; the orphan and the waif 
must be sheltered and succored.” In the World War II era, psychologists such as Anna Freud and 
John Bowlsby called attention to the psychological well-being of children. They pioneered 
theories such as “separation anxiety” and “maternal deprivation.”601 This greater emphasis on the 
psychological well-being of children informed the United Nations’ 1959 Declaration of the 
Rights of the Child: “The child, for the full and harmonious development of his personality, 
needs love and understanding…He shall, wherever possible, grow up in the care and under the 
responsibility of his parents, and, in any case, in an atmosphere of affection and of moral 
material security; a child of tender years shall not, save in exceptional circumstances, be 
separated from his mother.
602” 
 The emergence of child psychology has resulted in studies of refugee children being 
dominated by pathology. In their research, child psychologists often generalize and apply 
universal principles to children. For example, Bruno Bettelheim compared child victims of 
neglect to child victims of the Nazis. Similarly, Ernst Papanek wrote, “One may compare the 
child victims of war with any children anywhere who have suffered from family disruption or are 
orphans. The same mechanism responsible in both cases for the disturbance of psychological and 
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spiritual health.”603 Psychologists have made important contributions, but more research on child 
refugees needs to be done by historians who may provide a greater understanding of the 
backgrounds of these youths. In reading their short autobiographies, Iowa’s refugee children do 
not always appear to be the “quintessential victims of war.” Rather, they were the littlest victims. 
These youths’ greater better ability to adapt to the ever-changing life of a refugee continued in 
Iowa. 
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CHAPTER 9. CHILDREN AS CULTURAL GO BETWEENS 
 Des Moines’ Indochinese schoolchildren had great expectations for life in America. 
Several, including Pa Mao, could not sleep because of the excitement. During a layover in Hong 
Kong, Pa explained, “Sleeping in the hotel on a bed, I should have slept well, as I didn’t have 
much sleep the night before, but I couldn’t sleep because my mind was thinking about the United 
States, and how beautiful it was.”604 Throughout her stay at a refugee camp, Pathana Luvan 
remembered watching orientation films about all of the states. She noted, “When they talked 
about Iowa I didn’t understand what they said. I saw lots of snow and many cornfields.”605 
Despite immigration officials’ attempts to orientate Indochinese to future life in America, Des 
Moines’ young refugees still wrote about information overload during their first days in the 
United States. They learned about America only by experiencing it, but refugee youths’ first 
impressions of the United States were as much about remembering as encountering. With their 
limited memories of home, the youngsters often focused on the physical dissimilarities between 
the United States and their homelands. They emphasized differences in the land, the people, and 
schools. 
 Youths experienced refugee life in ways different from their parents. Ignorance and 
naiveté insulated youngsters from comprehending the severity of their situations in Southeast 
Asia. The experiences of adults and children also diverged throughout the resettlement process in 
Iowa. Refugee youths and adults lived in different arenas in Iowa. Youngsters did not 
immediately enter the workforce; they tried to make sense of life in public schools. Mainly due 
to their schooling, Indochinese youths adapted to their new surroundings more quickly than their 
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elders. This quick adaptation brought with it both rewards and punishments. In Iowa, refugee 
adults became the ones who needed help understanding “American” culture, and refugee youths 
served as their guides. 
First Impressions 
 Many Indochinese children first flew on an airplane during their trips to the United 
States. The confusion began immediately for Pao Lee. The Hmong student remembered, “When 
we arrived at the airport, one of the Americans took us to the door that went into the airplane, but 
we didn’t realize that we were in the airplane because it just seemed like a long hallway.”606 Mek 
Baccam felt elation while riding an airplane for the first time. However, this joy turned to worry 
when the plane climbed in elevation. Mek wrote, “When the airplane flew too high, I felt scared 
and my ears couldn’t hear anything.”607 Veasna Ham also felt uneasy during flight, and he 
refused a meal because he did not know how to eat American food.
608
 Other Indochinese 
refugees in Iowa had strong food-related memories of their first flights to the United States. 
Siamphone Xayavong had a mixed encounter with American foodstuffs. He wrote, “The pilot 
gave me an apple and I didn’t know what it was because I had never had a big apple before. So I 
started to taste it. It was good and juicy. Then they gave me a piece of chicken but I didn’t know 
how to eat it. When we made chicken in Laos, we made it differently. When I saw the crust I 
didn’t want to eat it. It was strange.”609  
 After landing in the United States, the students wrote about information overload. They 
surveyed their surroundings and compared them to their homelands. Theun Deo described 
California’s lights, motels, and foods. He recalled, “I feel great when I get off the plane and I 
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seen a lot of new things...All stuff I never test.”610 Oune Be also stopped over in California. The 
author tried to find words to describe the beauty of the Golden Gate Bridge. In addition to its 
sheer size, the student had been impressed by the basic function of the bridge. He wrote, “That is 
a long bridge, and the first time I ever saw a road that has one on the bottom and one on the top 
of each other.”611 At the Des Moines International Airport, Savy Chhith marveled at the elevator 
and escalator, “Things that I never seen before.”612 Vay Ho, a student interested in becoming a 
mechanical engineer, enjoyed living in the United States because of its modern technology. In 
Vay’s composition, the author noticed the pop, candy, and newspaper machines.613 
 When Des Moines’ ESL students remembered their native land, they focused on 
physical differences. The younger children only held faint memories of home. For example, 
Oubonh Phanthavong remembered only the fun associated with a couple of Lao holidays. 
Oubonh recalled participating in water fights and seeing fireworks competitions, but he did not 
understand the cultural significance of these events nor their specific names. The student 
admitted, “There were many more holidays that I forgot about. All of these holidays were very 
important to us.”614 Although some students struggled to remember the meanings of holidays and 
religious ceremonies, they still had retained a concrete knowledge of their homes and the 
physical appearance of their native lands. The Indochinese, particularly the Laotians, came from 
a mountainous region. Over ninety-percent of Laos rests at six hundred feet in elevation or 
higher.
615
 The Luang Prabang Mountain range towers in the North of Laos while the Annamite 
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range straddles the nation’s eastern border with Vietnam. Whether they lived atop, on the sides, 
or in their shadows, nearly all Laotians lived with the mountains. 
 Unsurprisingly, mountains have figured prominently in Laotian folklore. For example, 
the legend of Phu Si explained the origin of the mountain in front of the royal palace at Luang 
Prabang. One day, Queen Sida, the wife of King Rama, prepared for mealtime in the royal 
palace. The Queen wanted to eat tiger ear mushrooms, but in the northern Lao language, these 
were called monkey ear mushrooms. Queen Sida demanded her aid Hanuman, the flying 
monkey, travel to Oudomxay Mountain to find her mushrooms. Hanuman flew to the mountain 
and returned with a basketful. Queen Sida rejected this kind of mushroom and ordered Hanuman 
to fetch some others, but she did not want to offend her monkey aide by specifically requesting 
monkey ear mushrooms. Hanuman then soared off and brought back some more mushrooms 
from Oudomxay Mountain, but the Queen refused them. Several more times the monkey 
returned with mushrooms not to the Queen’s liking. Hanuman flew off one last time and picked 
up the entire top of Oudoxmay Mountain and plopped it right in front of the royal palace. 
Hanuman stated, “There you are, Your Majesty! What you want MUST be here somewhere. Just 
pick whatever you like!” This folktale explained the origin of the mountain in front of the royal 
palace, Phu Sida or Phu Si for short. It also described the process by which Oudoxmay Mountain 
obtained its flattened peak; the pointed top had been transplanted by Hanuman to Luang 
Prabang.
616
 
 No wonder the motif of mountains appeared in Des Moines refugee students’ essays 
and illustrations. They distinguished their new homes in the plains from their old homes near the 
mountains. Bounsong Manivanh of Luang Prabang, Laos, described her homeland as follows, 
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“My country is very small and very beautiful. It has a lot of mountains.”617 Vilayvanh 
Senephansiri of Sayabury, Laos, also associated the mountains with home, “When I got up, I 
would see a sunrise from the high Phouzan Mountains.”618 Nib Thongchine described Laos as a 
beautiful land abundant with nature. She advised the reader to find in Vientiane “a high step, 
look far away from the city, you will see the beautiful mountains growing with many kinds of 
plants.”619 
 
Figure 11. Student Illustration of their Home near the Mountains 
 Many student authors drew their homes foregrounding farmland with mountainous 
landscapes in the background. A student artist described one such drawing: “Rice fields in 
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moonlight. Stalks of gold gleam in stillness. The night to remember.”620 One student’s 
illustration had been inspired by a dream about their birthplace. The author described their 
illustration of home, “One morn I woke up. Sun was sitting on mountain. I thought of my 
house.”621 A fellow student illustrator realized that they could only travel home in their dreams. 
The youth commented on the mountain drawing, “I like scenery of the mountains of my country 
before, but now that is not true anymore. It’s just a dream.”622 Another young refugee illustrator 
noted, “They were very nice mountains, green with animals. I love my country.”623 Many 
students missed the mountains, and it drove some to homesickness. One author captioned their 
drawing of mountains with the phrase, “When the sun shines on Green mountain like my 
country, I love to go back.”624 
 Many of Iowa’s late 1970s and early 1980s Indochinese refugees came from 
agricultural and rural backgrounds. In their essays and sketches, these students compared their 
old homelands to their new environment in Des Moines. Cher Vang drew a picture of a 
farmstead. Above the sketch, he wrote, “My house was a farm. Rice and corn are in the house. 
Do you have a farm?”625 Khanny Um compared life in rural Cambodia to life in the city of Des 
Moines. She noted, “People in Mongkolbarei liked living far away from each other, not like in 
America where the people live close to each other.”626 Laotian Phonesamay Fongdara described 
a rural upbringing too; “There was nobody living near us because we lived in a forest.”627 Pao 
Lee also made the rural to urban comparison. Pao wrote, “Life in my country was very different 
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from this country, because we didn’t live in a big city. We lived in a camp or group---several 
houses together in a special place.”628 Oubohn Phanthavong grew up on a farm in Kene Thao, 
Laos. In contrast to Des Moines, a city with a 1980 population of over 191,000, Kene Thao was a 
small town of just one thousand. Oubonh also noted technological differences; his hometown 
lacked radio and TV stations.
629
 Boonleng Keongam came of age in rural Northern Laos. For this 
student, entering America seemed like being “reborn.” The author related the Americanization 
process to transitioning from his rural Laotian background to an urban American one. For his 
future plans, Boonleng commented, “If it is possible, I would like to change from my old life to a 
new lifestyle, change to be an American citizen and try to be an urban planner program student 
to provide for the future growth and the renewal of urban communities.”630  
 Des Moines’ Indochinese school students also held firm memories of their actual 
homes, and they compared them to their homes in Iowa. Sovane Bethi preferred the privacy of 
her family’s new apartment as compared to the quarters in the crowded and noisy refugee 
camp.
631
 Students noticed their old homes had been made from different materials. Me Duong’s 
home in Laos had been built from sticks and straw. The author’s father and uncle used ropes for 
construction because the family could not afford nails.
632
 Pao Lee described how the Hmong 
constructed their homes out of bamboo and trees. These homes only lasted for two or three years 
before a new one needed to be built.
633
 Cam Quang, from the urban Saigon area, contrasted his 
old home from American homes. He explained, “Our houses do not have basements and usually 
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have a balcony on the second floor. It is common to have two houses joined together with a wall 
in between them. This is because in Vietnam there are so many people and we lack space.”634 
 Students noted not only physical differences between their old and new homes, but also 
focused on the household items inside. Homes in Iowa contained many odd machines, especially 
in the kitchen. From a cousin, Pao Lee learned how to use the stove and washing machine. Pao 
caught on faster than mother, “We tried very hard to help my mom to use the stove and other 
things, too.”635 Many of the students obtained a familiarity with electricity only after living in 
Iowa. One author drew a candle which illuminated a book. On the left page, the student drew 
their home with fencing, a tree, and the shining sun. On the right page, the student drew a starry 
night with mountains towering over farmland below. Above the drawing read, “When the sun is 
going down all the city lights go on, in my country where I was born they don’t have electric 
light all the dark night I use the candle for study.”636 Cambodian Saroeum Loeurng expressed an 
initial fear of this unfamiliar technology. She stated, “My sponsor took us to see our new house. I 
didn’t know how to turn the light on. I was afraid that it might shock me. Then I learned how to 
use everything in my house.”637 
 In addition to encountering a new land and new household goods, Des Moines’ refugee 
youths also sized up their new American neighbors. Pathana Luvan noticed her family 
represented the only Asians on the plane ride to Iowa. Most of the people in her new country 
would not be Asian-looking like her.
638
 Saroeum Loeurng emphasized the physical appearance 
of Americans. The author stated, “When I got to America, I saw so many people with different 
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colors of hair. The first time I saw American people, I thought they looked very strange.”639 
Many students commented on the sheer size of Americans. Kham Sackpraseuth wrote, “I think 
the American people are very tall, nobody is short like me.”640 Some students envisioned 
America as a land of milk and honey. Vilayvanh Senephansiri had learned that the United States 
had the most wealth in the world. This led her to incorrectly believe that all Americans were 
wealthy and owned their own vehicle. Senephansiri reasoned, “People never seemed to be out 
walking and nobody rode the buses, everybody drove.”641 Theun Deo formed negative opinions 
of Americans because they took advantage of Asians in the United States. He angrily declared, “I 
do like America, but I don’t like American people. They like mistreat my people. If in my 
country I do like they did to us, you think they [would] like…I don’t think so. Some family had 
robs or plunder. If they live in my country, I’ll kill them all who had ever plunder my people.”642 
Part of Theun’s negative opinion of Americans originated from negative interactions with peers 
at school.  
School Days 
 Studying Iowa’s refugee youths has value because these youths largely encountered 
America in the public schools whereas their parents did so in the workplace. As an adult Tai 
Dam, Em Quang labored in an old age home in Story City, Iowa. One of the residents had lost a 
son in Vietnam and took out her frustrations on Em. On the fourth of July, the resident mocked 
Em stating “Happy Vietnam Day” or “Why are you here when my son died in Vietnam?” Em 
often came home from work in tears. Em’s husband also faced difficulties adjusting to a new job 
in Iowa. He found himself unable to work after being hit by a drunk driver during the family’s 
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first years in the United States. Som Baccam compared her parents’ adjustment process with her 
own, “I didn’t experience it as awful as my parents did. I knew that they were unhappy, but me, I 
was just going to school. What did I know? What responsibility did I have?”643 What refugee 
youths did know was school. Nearly all had been students in Southeast Asia. Monyra Chau of 
Battambang, Cambodian, even interpreted refugee life to being a school student. Each of the five 
camps she lived at compared to being in a grade at school. She had to pass through each camp in 
order to graduate to America.
644
 In their ESL essays, students wrote at length about their 
transition to life in Iowa’s schools. 
 Many of Des Moines’ ESL students agreed with Khanny Um that “American school 
was very very different” from their old schools.645 Sovouthy Tith outlined the differences 
between Cambodian and American schools. In Cambodia, students wore uniforms with white 
tops and blue bottoms. Sovouthy understood schools did this to mask the social class of its 
pupils, but students at her Des Moines school did not have uniforms. Cambodian students had to 
take the same classes from first through twelfth grade whereas Des Moines students had a choice 
of electives. In addition to Sundays, Sovouthy’s school had off Thursdays instead of 
Saturdays.
646
 Southeast Asia’s climate also demanded school days and semesters start at different 
times than the schools in Des Moines. In Southeast Asia, students had long breaks during the 
middle of the day because of the heat. They enjoyed extended lunches before going back to 
school in the afternoon. Boonleng Keongam explained that schools in Laos closed from October 
through December so children could help out on the family farm during the rainy season.
647
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 Several of Des Moines’ Southeast Asian students noted that their old schools lacked 
resources but not competitiveness. Sovouthy Tith’s American school had far more resources than 
her Cambodian school. For example, Cambodians studied mostly without the help of libraries 
and books. Without libraries and books, Tith and other classmates had relied on lecture notes. 
American teachers permitted students to turn in assignments if absent, but Cambodian students 
did not have a chance to makeup schoolwork, even a final exam.
648
 Tith and other Indochinese 
students wrote of the competitive nature of their old schools. They noted the importance of class 
rank and how only grades of A and B were acceptable to pass each grade.
649
 Khanny Um 
observed that Iowa’s students talked a lot more during class. She reasoned students in Cambodia 
had been quieter because teachers used corporal punishment.
650
 
 Most Des Moines refugee students preferred their Iowa teachers because their new 
teachers did not hit them. If students had an unkempt appearance or misbehaved in the 
classroom, the teachers back home struck them. Veasna Ham’s dislike of school in Southeast 
Asia stemmed from an instructor’s use of corporal punishment. Veasna explained: 
When I was five years old, I went to school. The teacher was mean. Every day when 
school started she looked at our fingernails. She hit our hands hard with a stick. It was not 
a very big stick. One Monday morning after having been in school two or three weeks, I 
told my mother that I was going to school. I started walking but then I hid behind some 
bushes. When my mother went back in to the apartment, I walked to my friends’ house to 
play marbles with them. Every day I skipped school.
651
 
 
Saroeum Loeurng also wrote about teachers hitting students, and she compared them to Des 
Moines’ teachers, “I am so happy to be in America because the teachers help me learn about a lot 
of things, and they are all very nice to me.”652 Because language barriers often stymied early 
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friendships between the Indochinese schoolchildren and their American classmates, young 
refugees often formed quick and intense bonds with teachers. Cher Vang explained, “My first 
friends in America were just the teachers.”653 Somkong Vong remembered her third grade 
teacher, Ken Miller, looking after her. He packed her lunches for school events and other retired 
teachers provided one on one English language help.
654
 Hoover High School ESL instructor 
Simone Soria understood her students’ plight as well as anyone. She too had been a child 
refugee. Her Jewish family split up and went into hiding in Nazi Europe. Dedicated teachers 
such as Soria helped the newcomers adjust to life in the Des Moines public school system.  
 Des Moines Indochinese students recounted fear of starting new schools without 
friends and English language skills. Say Lo described a tense start to the second grade in 
America, “It was terrible, but I got through it.”655 Orathay Fongdara recalled being somewhat 
intimidated while first attending middle school on the south side of Des Moines. He explained, “I 
felt nervous about school, the American students were tall and big.”656 With the language barrier, 
Oune Be felt out of place at North Pines Jr. High School. Even when the nice kids wanted to 
become friends, he experienced discomfort; “I didn’t know how to talk to them, and I just felt 
like this was their school.”657 Cher Vang’s first involvement with school of any kind took place 
in Iowa. He explained the obstacles with an emphasis on learning English, “I didn’t know 
anything in the classrooms, and I didn’t know what the teacher talked about...I don’t know how 
to talk all the American words, and when I talk some words, it doesn’t naje sebse [sic].”658 
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 Though scholars of Indochinese refugee resettlement have described the inversion 
process for adults in the workforce, they have failed to address this change in status for refugee 
students in the public school system.
659
 While parents might have dropped from working 
professionals to menial laborers in the United States, their children witnessed a decline in their 
confidence at school both intellectually and socially. Phouvong Senephansiri had difficulty 
learning the English language, and the student incorrectly associated English-speaking ability 
with intelligence. Phouvong had lost confidence in her intellectual abilities in America because 
of the language barrier. The student wrote, “If I could change anything, I would like to be an 
intelligent student, speak English very well…”660 Sivilay Phabmixay expressed similar 
frustrations. Sivilay had the intellectual ability to solve problems, but could not always 
comprehend the tasks being asked by the teacher. She recalled, “I went to class and teacher told 
me to do this…but I didn’t understand and I did know what to do. I just sat there.”661 Des 
Moines’ young refugees also illustrated their difficulties adjusting to the English language and 
school in Iowa. One student drew an image of an Asian boy with arms crossed in frustration with 
the caption, “It was hard for me to understand how to do it. Soon it’ll be better.”662 The new 
language barrier also caused some normally outgoing students to become reserved in Iowa. Some 
schoolchildren refused to speak because they feared making a mistake. Others stayed silent to 
avoid being taunted by their classmates. Theun Deo explained his transformation, “I felt in an 
American school very very different than my school in Laos…I am like mute boy.”663 
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Figure 12. Student Illustration about the Struggles of Learning a New Culture 
 While their parents often witnessed a decline in wages, students new to America often 
endured a decline in popularity. Many Des Moines refugee students wrote about being taunted. 
Vay Ho noted, “I still have trouble with customs, language, and people who make fun of me. But 
I have to let it go. I think they will understand more about me or other refugees if they were in 
my situation.” Orathay Fongdara handled the taunts as best as possible. He explained, “Students 
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sometime made fun of me, but I didn’t care, they just talked and yelled, they didn’t hurt me.”664 
In contrast to Vay and Orathay, Theun Deo had a more troublesome time adjusting to life in 
Iowa and the bullying of classmates. At first, Theun wore long hair, disobeyed his parents, 
cursed at others, and enjoyed fighting Americans. The author spoke of progress in correcting his 
past misbehavior. Theun offered a half promise to stop fighting, but if students kept bothering 
him, he warned, “I can’t stop or promise on this answer.”665 Theun drew a self-portrait that 
addressed his inability to fit in with American peers. He placed himself on a river bank with a 
heavy head in hand while looking towards a setting sun. Beneath the drawing the author wrote a 
homesick poem: 
My country is not beautiful 
No one cares, But I do 
Because I belong there.
666
 
 
Cambodian student Heng Ngan commented on the difficulties of being Asian in the Des Moines 
public schools during the 1980s. He recalled constant teasing, “I got it from both sides: black and 
white.” Classmates called him “gook” and “chink” amongst many other things. This past and 
present racism has made Heng feel like a perpetual foreigner. After three decades of living in the 
United States, he self-identifies as Cambodian, not Cambodian American.
667
 
 Like their parents, many Indochinese students first interacted with African Americans 
in the United States. Thuen Deo never saw a black person in Southeast Asia; he had only heard 
of their existence. Some students like Cher Vang feared this unknown group of people. He wrote, 
“When I first saw the American black people, I felt scared.”668 Of course most of the youths’ 
interactions with African Americans occurred in schools across the state. According to Heng, the 
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black kids at his school “seemed to be the big bully. I just tried to stay away from them.”669 Mike 
Rasavanh remembered black students testing their Asian classmates during his time at a Des 
Moines junior high school. He explained, “A couple of them in junior high school wanted to see 
if we knew karate.”670 Kham Sackpraseuth held negative opinions of black people. In his essay, 
the author compared blacks unfavorably to his fellow Laotians. He declared, “I saw on TV my 
countrymen. They are a good people, no bad people and no black people. I never saw black 
people before like the people here; and another thing, they can’t live together, that’s what I 
think.”671 
 Because of initial fears of Americans and the language barrier, Indochinese children 
often bonded with classmates from similar ethnic backgrounds. In 1975, Governor Robert Ray 
had his state program resettle the Tai Dam as a group because it made logistical sense from an 
employment perspective. The state had to find employment for only one cultural and linguistic 
group. If a single Tai Dam spoke English, this person could have served as an interpreter for all 
Tai Dam coworkers. Ray’s cluster resettlement had other positive influences as well. The Tai 
Dam enjoyed being together in the same state with most of them living in the Des Moines area. 
Over time, the Iowa Refugee Service Center started to resettle other Southeast Asians across the 
state, but Des Moines still contained the largest refugee population. This concentration in the Des 
Moines area also benefitted refugee schoolchildren.
672
 Amkha Xam of Laos wrote about having 
difficulty adjusting to life on a farm in rural Lamona, Iowa. He described Lamona’s inhabitants 
as “good people,” but Amkha lacked playmates. He explained, “Lamona, Iowa, has a small 
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school, about 300 students. In the school I was so bored and I didn’t have a friend and it is hard 
to learn.”673 In May of 1983, Amkha moved to the capital and made friends. In addition to being 
near other Indochinese, Des Moines had grocers who sold Southeast Asian foodstuffs. Shopping 
at Des Moines’ Thai market comforted Pathana Luvan during her first days in Iowa. She stated, 
“When we got there I was surprised because everything we eat was there. I never thought about 
it.”674 
 Students wrote about meeting best friends in the Des Moines public schools, and these 
best friends were often from Southeast Asian backgrounds. Peer support helped these students 
adapt to life in Des Moines. In their classrooms, they found other students who looked like them 
and who had experienced similar upheavals in Indochina. Theun Deo fought with American 
classmates, but he formed a strong bond with Chey Leo Van. Being outnumbered by oversized 
American classmates intimidated some of the refugee students, but Orathay Fongdara noted, “I 
was not really nervous because I had a lot of friends in the school. They showed me the way to 
go, and helped when I had trouble.”675 For Sivilay Phabmixay, language hindered early 
friendships with Americans. Sivilay stated, “I felt bad because I didn’t know every [sic] much 
English. Some Americans talked to me but I couldn’t answer them, I couldn’t understand, 
because I didn’t know how to speak English.” Sivilay made mistakes often because of the 
language barrier. In this context, having fellow Lao speakers in ESL helped the author. Sivilay 
most enjoyed ESL class in Des Moines partially because she had peer support. She wrote, “I 
asked my friends and they told me what to do.”676 Phouvong Senephansiri wrote about language 
barriers hindering new friendships with Americans too. She explained, “It seemed to me that it is 
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difficult to make American friends, because we speak different languages, however, I will keep 
on trying until I know how to speak English better.”677 Several students wished to change the 
language used in America from English to their native tongue. Kham Sackpraseuth stated, “If I 
could change anything, I would change my study of English to my language. It would be easier 
for me to talk to everybody and to make friends with Americans, and it would be easier to 
study.”678 
 Although some Southeast Asian schoolchildren enjoyed peer support from fellow 
refugees, rivalries still existed between different ethnic groups in the Des Moines public schools. 
While coming of age, one student’s Lao father advised her to marry any man of her choice so 
long as that man was not Vietnamese. Some Tai Dam, Lao, and Cambodians viewed Vietnam as 
the aggressor that brought communism into their homelands and forced their families to flee. 
These negative opinions of the Vietnamese existed amongst schoolchildren as well. Donechanh 
Southammavong recalled rivalries between students of Southeast Asian descent. She stated, “We 
were fighting with them but I am not quite sure why? It was a group of us who were Tai Dam 
who were fighting with the Vietnamese people. I really did not know why.  I don’t know if it just 
derived from what our parents would say…It was really interesting because it was Tai Dam 
versus Vietnamese.”679 
 One Vietnamese student in Iowa found himself in the middle of a political battle 
between Adel-Desoto High School Principal Stanley Norenberg and the Iowa Department of 
Social Services. Tuan Le came to Iowa as an unaccompanied minor in October of 1980. By 
1981, foster service for the seventeen-year-old had changed, and Lutheran Social Services 
prepared to place Tuan with Arthur and Rita Keller of Adel, Iowa. However, Principal 
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Norenberg refused to enroll Tuan at Adel-Desoto. Social worker Stephen Gross quoted Principal 
Norenberg as saying, “We don’t want that Vietnamese kid in this school.” In a testy 
conversation, Gross reminded Norenberg that he had no legal right to block any student’s 
enrollment. According to Gross, Norenberg replied that he understood that rule but he could 
“certainly put a lot of pressure on a kid who’s already under a lot of pressure.” Barbara Cook of 
Lutheran Social Services suggested that Principal Norenberg twisted the words of an Urbandale 
High School counselor to make it appear as though Tuan Le had been a troublemaker at his old 
school. Norenberg also contacted the potential foster family and told the Kellers he did not want 
the student attending his school. The Kellers had other children enrolled in the district and did 
not want to cause an uproar, so they backed out of being Tuan Le’s foster parents.”680 The Iowa 
Department of Social Services demanded the Adel-Desoto School Board counsel principal 
Norenberg for his actions. 
 Principal Norenberg rejected Tuan’s enrollment because he believed the student should 
be placed in a district with an adequate ESL program. Norenberg argued that Adel-Desoto lacked 
the resources to properly educate Tuan, and he wanted Social Services to place the teenager in 
North High School. Part of this political debate arose from the costs of instructing refugee 
children. Ian Binnie of the Des Moines School Board noted Iowa school districts would need 
millions of dollars to educate the 1,500 additional refugees Ray had agreed to resettle in January 
of 1979. That same year, Robert Benton, the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, 
estimated the cost of educating one illiterate refugee student to be roughly $5,000: three times 
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the cost of educating a regular student. Superintendent Benton wanted the state legislature to 
appropriate funding for language instruction to understaffed and underfunded school districts.
681
  
 With financial concerns in mind, some residents of the district rallied behind their 
principal. Mrs. Edna Burns supported Norenberg in her letter to Governor Ray. Mrs. Burns cited 
Adel-Desoto’s budget constraints. In her opinion, admitting one student who would have 
demanded extra time and money unfairly hindered the education of many other students. Mrs. 
Burns had ten citizens sign her letter of support for the principal. Of course Mrs. Burns’ opinion 
cannot be divorced from the refugee resettlement program in general. Burns argued that Iowa 
must not accept refugees when so many domestic problems existed at home. Tax dollars could be 
better spent on needy Iowans instead of resettling and educating refugees. She declared, “I would 
gratefully contribute to, aid and help, of my own desire, a number of needy causes, and SEND 
THE AID TO THE HOME COUNTRY OF THOSE INVOLVED.”682 Because of the 
controversy, Social Services never placed Tuan in Adel-Desoto. When Tuan’s caseworker 
Maggie King informed him of the change in plans, she noted that the teenager “seemed a little 
upset and I don’t blame him. I’m sure this is all very confusing to him when I told him I had a 
placement and now I’ve had to change all the planning the last minute.”683 
Go-Betweens 
 Few refugee youths found themselves in the middle of political battles like Tuan Le, 
but most did find themselves in the middle of a cultural battle. The young refugees who had been 
born in Southeast Asia but matured in the United States have been referred to as generation 
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1.5.
684
 These youngsters resembled Atlas, but they had to carry the weight of two worlds on their 
shoulders. Indochinese students came of age in two worlds, but they never felt totally 
comfortable in either one. Generation 1.5 had at least some knowledge of life from the old 
country, and they somewhat identified with their parents. As children in Southeast Asia, they had 
learned their native language and culture, and their parents had instilled in them traditional 
values such as respect for elders. However, as youths from Indochina matured in the United 
States, they learned the English language and Americanized faster and more fully than their 
elders. Over time, parents worried their children had lost touch with their traditional cultures and 
had become too “American.” While parents may have chastised them for being too “American,” 
generation 1.5 often found themselves being rejected by their American peers. Living in 
predominantly white Iowa, some youths developed negative self-images. They wanted to fit in 
but feared the way they looked prohibited them from ever doing so. Trapped in between two 
cultures, generation 1.5 found themselves in the awkward position of helping their elders 
navigate American culture. In the process of serving as cultural mediators, some youngsters 
gained confidence and leadership skills. As generation 1.5 reached adulthood and started families 
of their own, they have continued to be the middle men who try to balance the traditional 
cultures of their elders with the Americanized culture of their own children. 
 In Iowa, children often learned the English language faster than their elders, and this 
required them serve as translators between their parents and the American community. For 
Monyra Chau, this process began immediately. The Chau family arrived in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, without any sponsor there to show them the way home. Luckily, a priest 
recognized the family’s distress. As the clearest speaker of English, Chau did her best to explain 
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the situation to the priest who then contacted the proper officials.
685
 As a child, Somkong Vong 
had participated in an “adopt a grandparent” program at the First Church of the Open Bible in 
Des Moines, Iowa. This adopted grandparent had sponsored refugees, and she often needed 
Somkong to be an interpreter. The child found herself translating important medical information 
between doctors and their Indochinese patients.
686
 
 Young refugees interpreting for their parents could upset the balance of power within 
the family. Youths had been taught to revere their elders, but children who knew English became 
empowered. One old ruse has been described many times over. School officials sent home letters 
reprimanding Indochinese students for poor grades and/or behavior. Parents asked their child to 
read them the letter. The youth lied by telling their parents that the school had sent home a letter 
praising the student’s success in the classroom.687 Acting as a cultural-go-between empowered 
Dara Rasavanh as a thirteen-year-old. She described herself as a “tour guide” for her Tai Dam 
family in America. She continued, “I became a leader in my family. My parents listened to me, 
and they would have me translate for them…I was forced to mature quickly.”688 Serving as 
cultural mediators brought refugee youths into meaningful contact with adults outside of the 
teacher student relationship. 
 While interpreting for adults might have instilled youths with confidence, it also placed 
them in difficult circumstances at times. Somphong Baccam’s father worked as a custodian at 
Iowa State University, and he carpooled to work. People in the carpool complained that his 
traditional foodstuffs smelled bad, and they did not want him riding with them any longer. 
Acting as an interpreter, Som told the driver that her father had agreed to eat only American food 
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while riding to work. The driver relented and let her father stay in the carpool. Shortly thereafter, 
the driver called back to complain. They told Som that her father had body odor and would no 
longer be able to ride with the group. Relaying this information to the head of household placed 
the daughter in an uncomfortable situation.
689
 
 As Indochinese youths learned about American culture faster than their parents, they 
yearned to be like Americans. Surrounded by Caucasian classmates in Iowa, some Southeast 
Asian youngsters had poor self-images. Boonsao Keongam had many American friends, but he 
still felt different. He concluded his ESL essay by stating, “If I could change anything, I would 
change my name and all of my body to be different or to be a movie star like James Bond.”690 
Some recent scholarship has suggested that gender differences may have influenced the 
adjustment process of immigrants in America.
691
 Traditionally, the image of the Asian male has 
not been as positive as the female. In American popular culture, Asian males had been feminized 
and associated with being quirky characters. In comparison, Asian females have had the more 
positive china doll stereotype. Because of these American attitudes about Asian males and 
females, parents seeking to adopt a Vietnamese girl during the final days of the Vietnam War 
faced extended waiting periods while paperwork to adopt a boy started immediately.
692
 
 Though the image of the Asian female might have been more positive in American 
popular culture, some Asian female school students also had identity issues in Iowa. Somphong 
Baccam recounted her double life during adolescence: 
I grew up in two different worlds. At home, I had to be this Tai Dam girl. When I went 
out, I wanted to be this American person because I didn’t want to be left out. I hated the 
way I looked. I wanted to look American. I dressed American because I wanted to have 
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what they had. When I came home, I knew that I was poor...It was really tough. There 
were days that I cried and thought why did I have to go through this? Why can’t I have a 
simple life?
693
 
 
Tensions often arose between daughters and parents over the American style of dating. In Laos, a 
boy interested in dating a girl traveled to the girl’s home in a group. Parents had the ability to 
supervise young couples. In America, dating boys meant daughter’s traveled away from the 
home and the watchful eyes of their parents.
694
 
 Indochinese parents and their Americanized children sometimes found themselves at 
odds over dating and marrying outside of their ethnic group. Generational tensions over 
interethnic marriage figured prominently in the old Hmong folktale, “The Little Mouse Girl Who 
Did Not Want to Marry Her Own Kind.” In the story retold by elder Vamouachee Xiong, the 
little mouse girl did not find her fellow mice to be attractive, and she wanted to marry another 
type of animal against the wishes of her parents. The little mouse girl then went to ask for God’s 
permission to marry outside of her kind. God advised the little mouse girl, “You have to marry 
your own kind of animal.” God then told the little mouse girl to seek the powerful Sun’s counsel 
because the Sun illuminated all of God’s creations. The Sun also advised the little mouse girl to 
marry her own kind, but the Sun told the little mouse girl to visit the Cloud who had the power to 
block the Sun’s rays. The Cloud advised the little mouse girl to marry another mouse, but the 
Cloud told the little mouse girl to visit the Wind who had the power to blow the Cloud away. The 
Wind also rebuked the little mouse girl’s wishes to marry outside of her own kind, but the Wind 
told the little mouse girl to visit the powerful Mountain because the Mountain stood firm against 
the power of the Wind.  
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At this final stop, the little mouse girl learned the moral of the story. She conversed with 
the Mountain, “I asked my mother and father, I asked God, I asked the Sun, I asked the Cloud, 
and I asked the Wind. The Wind says that you are the most powerful on Earth, so I have a 
question for you. I do not want to marry my own kind. What do you say?” The Mountain then 
replied to the little mouse girl, “You see, I am the Mountain. I stand here and the Wind never 
blows me away. But any little mouse can come to the Mountain and make holes all over me to 
make a home here. I cannot tell the mouse to stop. The mouse is a little one, but the mouse is 
very smart and very hardworking. You need to go back and marry a mouse.” Through this 
folktale, Hmong elders like Vamouachee Xiong impressed upon their children the importance of 
marrying fellow Hmong. Xiong believed that marriage outside of the Hmong culture most often 
resulted in sadness. Xiong’s children had followed his advice by dating fellow Hmong. However, 
they have been Americanized and have interpreted the story differently than their father. The 
“same kind” of mate may also refer to abstract qualities such as values and goals.695 
 Coming of age in Iowa, some Tai Dam women challenged the traditional patriarchy 
which has revered men. Even if men treated their wives poorly, Tai Dam females encouraged 
women to stay with their husbands. Donechanh Southammavong experienced cultural conflict 
between her generation and older females over these gender roles. At meal time, her Tai Dam 
aunts reprimanded her, “Get food for your husband! Why are you eating first? Why don’t you 
serve your husband more?” Don responded, “He has two feet, two hands. He can get it himself.” 
Don and her Lao husband have their own bathrooms, and she refused to clean his mess. Don’s 
behavior earned her the angst of her Tai Dam female relatives who feel as if she does not take 
care of her husband like a Tai Dam woman should. Don found her female relatives’ advice to be 
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somewhat hypocritical; “My aunts sound resentful about always having to serve their husbands, 
but they want their children to serve their husbands.”696 
 As children born in Southeast Asia have matured and started families of their own, they 
have continued to be pressed between two cultures: that of their children and that of their 
parents. Growing up, Somkong Vong’s parents impressed upon her the importance of taking care 
of her elders as they aged. In contrast, Somkong has taught her children to take care of 
themselves instead of worrying about her wellbeing.
697
 Grandparents have reprimanded their 
children for allowing grandchildren to become too Americanized. For example, some Tai Dam 
have argued that their grandchildren lack respect for elders. In the old country, Tai Dam used 
titles for those with important positions, and Tai Dam addressed all elders with the respectful 
titles of “uncle” or “aunt.”698 This practice has ended in Iowa. Worse yet, according to Tai Dam 
culture, Southeast Asian American youths have spoken vulgar language to their parents, 
something seen as being American.  
As generation 1.5 began families of their own, they have had to cater to the demands of 
their born and raised American offspring. They have chosen to let their children participate in 
numerous activities and attend a myriad of after school events. Thomas Baccam, a father of two, 
has described what life has been like for parents born in Southeast Asia but who came of age and 
began their own families in Iowa. He explained being trapped in the middle, “I have to be 
flexible to my dad, the culture, the elder generation and I have to be flexible to my daughter. 
They cannot be flexible to me because they were born in this country… I am the one who is in 
the middle. It is very difficult.”699 
                                                          
696
 Donechanh Southammavong, interviewed by Matthew Walsh, 2 May 2014. 
697
 Somkong Vong, interviewed by Matthew Walsh, 5 May 2014. 
698
 Phuong Baccam, interviewed by Matthew Walsh, 23 February 2014. 
699
 Thomas Baccam, interviewed by Matthew Walsh, 23 February 2014. 
249 
 
 
Freedom 
 The first generation of youths born in Southeast Asia at times quarreled with their 
parents over cultural differences, but early on, both parents and children understood the 
important concept of freedom. As youngsters in the 1970s and 1980s, Southeast Asian refugees 
in Iowa remembered the physical characteristics of their homeland with the greatest detail, and 
they compared their homelands with their new environment in Iowa. Abstract concepts such as 
Buddhism infrequently appeared in their ESL essays, but the students spoke about the important 
concept of freedom.  
 Students old enough to recall life before the communists seized power compared the 
new regime unfavorably to the past one. Nib Thongchine noted how life changed under 
communist rule in Laos. The teenager wrote, “Before the communists, I was feeling vivacious. 
But I felt doleful, and famished under that rule with absolute power; a dictator like an animal. I 
am hopeful never to be under such atrocious rule by communists ever again in my life.”700 Some 
students accepted their hardships as the necessary price to pay for liberty. In an insightful poem, 
Vay Ho, a boat person refugee, lamented the loss of freedom under communist rule in Vietnam. 
The student wrote about the corrupt government of his homeland: 
Oh! Freedom, freedom 
The wishes of my grandfather. 
Is he still wishing? 
 
Even boats didn’t like 
They ran away communist 
No doubt about me 
 
First, Cold War began. 
Later, became a hot war. 
It became so hot, so hot… 
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My homeland was lost. 
Made from my blood, and my tears 
Cowards took it, why? 
 
Vietnamese government works. 
Money does the talking.
701
 
 
Once in Iowa, Indochinese students contrasted their newfound freedom with their 
experiences under communist rule. In a few sentences, Say Lo compared his life in Iowa to the 
old country. Laos had two seasons whereas Iowa had four. Laotians were mostly poor whereas 
Americans had wealth. Laotians worked on farms while Americans worked in factories. Most 
importantly, he recognized that, “America is a free country, not like Laos because Laos is not a 
free country…Since the communists took over my country, Laos cannot be free.”702 Before 
reaching the age of twenty, Viseth Tith had experienced life under several governments. He 
described these governments in terms of degrees of freedom. According to Viseth, no freedom 
existed under the Khmer Rouge. During their reign of terror, Cambodians did not even dream of 
freedom. After the Vietnamese invaded in 1979 and placed Heng Samrin into power, 
Cambodians “got some more freedom than under the first communists,” but not enough. In Iowa, 
Viseth found the best type of government: a republic.
703
 
Some of Iowa’s refugee youths wanted to return home, but they recognized their 
homelands lacked liberty. Even with all of the suffering, Pathana Luvan still loved her native 
land, “No matter what terrible thing we had been through.”704 She expressed her homesickness in 
a poem: 
Goodbye, my village 
It was nice to live in such 
A beautiful place. 
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I was born in the 
country, I was raised with the 
sun, flowers are my friends. 
 
I kiss my friends goodbye 
it is hard to see them cry 
worries in their eyes. 
 
There is no place like home. 
Home’s where I was born and raised. 
It’s still there, lonely705 
 
However, students understood that going back home had become unrealistic. Sivilay Phabmixay 
believed the communists would kill her family if they ever returned to Laos. Living in the United 
States brought Sivilay the taste of freedom and self-confidence. She wrote, “I am a new person. I 
am free to go anywhere and I can stand by myself.”706 In the future, Sivilay planned to become a 
businesswoman or member of the armed forces to fight for liberty.  
Viseth Tith yearned to export his newfound freedom to Cambodia; if Cambodia turned 
into a republic, he could return home. Likewise, Monyra Chau wanted Cambodia to become a 
free country so she could visit relatives left behind.
707
 Pa Mao went one step further than Viseth 
and Monyra. Pa wrote, “I am very happy because I have freedom...If I could change anything, I 
would change all the communist countries to be democratic. I hate the communist countries 
because I have known it for four years in my country, Cambodia. Now we hope we never have it 
again. WE HAVE FREEDOM!”708   
Adjusting to life in the United States, Iowa’s Indochinese youths did not always agree 
with their parents. Encountering American culture often led to disputes over clothing, curfew, 
courtship, child-rearing, and a host of other issues. However, experiencing and appreciating 
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newfound freedom in America brought refugee children and their parents closer together. In 
Iowa, these youths and their parents both believed in the American dream. Through study and 
hard work, they believed the younger generation could achieve great things in the United 
States.
709
 After all, ensuring a good future for their children had been the main reason why 
parents made the difficult decision to leave home in the first place. Some refugee youths like 
Vay Ho had been aware of their parents’ sacrifice for some time. He wrote, “I learned a lot from 
the voyage to the United States, and how the United States government compares to the 
Vietnamese government…I believe my parents spent all their money and courage just to buy 
freedom in the United States for their children. My father at age sixty never gave up on his 
dream to come to the United States. My parents are the greatest people, who [are] the first 
generation to bring their family to the powerful country.”710 
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CHAPTER 10.  Conclusion:  Robert Ray and the Refugees 
 
 Robert Ray influenced Indochinese refugee resettlement and relief more so than any other 
governor in the United States. In 1975, he established his own refugee program to help the Tai 
Dam resettle in Iowa. To aid the boat people, the Governor made the executive decision to 
increase the Iowa Refugee Service Center’s intake by an additional 1,500. In doing so, Ray 
became one of the earliest elected officials to publicly support increased assistance to the boat 
people. Because of his influence over refugee matters, Ray was one of just two U.S. governors 
invited to attend the Special United Nations Conference on Refugees in Geneva, Switzerland. At 
the 1979 conference, Ray urged senior political officials from several nations to admit greater 
numbers of Indochinese. Around this same time, Ray began lobbying federal authorities to pass 
what became the Refugee Act of 1980. Consequently, Ray became the first governor to influence 
federal refugee law by pushing for a longer period of federal reimbursement to states for refugee 
resettlement costs. Ray’s work on behalf of refugees helped some Iowans heal from the wounds 
of a controversial war. Many Iowans beamed with pride at the humanitarianism of their governor 
and their state. Of all the actions he took while in office, his work with Indochinese refugees 
remains his greatest and most enduring legacy. 
Gubernatorial Goliath 
 After the Vietnam War, Ray decided to launch his own refugee resettlement program. He 
obtained an exemption to relocate the Tai Dam as a large group under the classification of their 
ethnic rivals: the Vietnamese. Ray needed the exemption because federal resettlement policy 
forbade bringing large groups to any one locale; officials feared that relocating refugees as 
clusters would overwhelm the resources of local communities and states as the Cubans had done 
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in Dade County, Florida.
711
 The Tai Dam needed to be resettled as “Vietnamese” because the 
Indochinese Migration and Assistance Act of 1975 only allocated funding for Vietnamese and 
Cambodians to come to the United States. Ray brought the Tai Dam to Iowa because of 
humanitarian considerations, and he wanted to help his friend President Gerald Ford. 
Additionally, Ray sought greater control over the refugee resettlement process in his state. The 
federal government decided which and how many refugees to admit. Afterwards, private 
voluntary agencies resettled refugees in states. This entire process occurred with no input from 
the nation’s governors. The VOLAGS’ tendency to place refugees on welfare upset Ray the 
most. He vowed to oversee a work-first state resettlement agency infused with his fiscal 
conservative ideals. 
 When admitting refugees to Iowa, Ray faced fewer political obstacles than the president 
did when admitting refugees to the United States. Before the Refugee Act of 1980, U.S. 
presidents used the attorney general’s parole power to designate and resettle certain groups as 
refugees. However, the president had to wrestle funding from Congress to help the newcomers’ 
transition to life in America. For the initial resettlement of Indochinese, President Ford asked for 
507 million dollars. As the House of Representatives mulled over his request, two Iowa 
Democrats sought to revise the President’s proposal. Michael Blouin suggested a ceiling of 407 
million dollars, and Berkley Bedell wanted Ford to provide monthly updates on the refugee 
program to the House Judiciary and Senate Foreign Relations Committees. Ultimately, HR-6894 
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cleared the Senate only after the President’s suggested ceiling had been reduced by 102 million 
dollars.
712
 
In contrast to President Ford, Ray made the executive decision to establish his own 
resettlement agency without consulting the legislature. Ray’s decision to resettle the Tai Dam 
mimicked the parole power of the federal government; he basically paroled the paroled. 
However, Ray did not have to wrangle with Iowa’s state legislature because the federal 
government funded his refugee program. From the State Department, the Governor’s Task Force 
received $500 per refugee resettled, and Congress allocated federal reimbursement to each state 
for refugees drawing cash and medical assistance. Federal funding permitted Ray to keep the 
legislature uninvolved in refugee affairs in Iowa. 
 Ray’s creation and control over the Iowa Refugee Service Center represented a 
continuation in the shift in power from the state legislature to the executive. Under the 
governorship of Harold Hughes (1963-1969), the legislature granted the executive greater power 
of appointment. In the past, a board or commission of citizens oversaw the appointment and 
supervision of department heads. Some of these department heads served longer terms than the 
governor, and they reported to a board of three people independent from the executive. 
Experienced legislators had difficulty relinquishing their power of patronage, but newer 
representatives disliked having their time consumed by appointing and confirming staff.
713
  
Under Ray, the power of appointment, the consolidation of state agencies, and the move 
from two to four year executive terms enhanced the power of the Governor’s Office. David 
Oman, Ray’s Executive Assistant, recalled the Governor made 500 to 600 appointments per year, 
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and that Ray had roughly 2,000 appointees serving at any given time. During Ray’s fourteen 
consecutive years in office, he had appointed every board and commission member at least once: 
some of them several times over.
714
 As the head of state chosen by the voting public, Ray argued 
that he should have control over directors and commissioners. He stated, “I knew it was not good 
management to have the legislature deprive the governor the power of appointment of the 
directors who run the agencies of government. They couldn’t very well hold me responsible, as 
they should be able to, if I couldn’t control those appointments.”715 Ray had been elected to his 
fourth term in 1975, and this was his first of two four year terms. The Governor’s longevity in 
office also manifested itself in the makeup of the judicial branch. During Ray’s tenure, eight of 
the nine acting Iowa State Supreme Court justices and ninety percent of district court judges had 
been appointed by him.
716
 
Ray unilaterally created his own resettlement agency without consulting with the state 
legislature. He appointed Colleen Shearer, the director of Job Service of Iowa, to oversee his 
refugee program. In the past, Job Service had been run by three individuals. By the Ray years, a 
single director appointed by and responsible to the governor ran this agency. From 1975 until 
Ray left office in 1982, Shearer served as the head of Job Service and the Iowa Refugee Service 
Center. Shearer anticipated managing the Governor’s refugee initiative for a mere two years. As 
time passed, she felt uneasy as to how the IRSC had been created by the Governor. Five years 
after Ray started his resettlement program, Shearer expressed her concerns about the legitimacy 
of the IRSC. She confided in Ray, “I am reminded of the old saying, ‘there’s no such thing as 
being a little bit pregnant,’ because in some ways the refugee center has been in this 
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uncomfortable situation for five years, and is still experiencing labor pains. I refer to the fact that 
it is a state agency and yet it is not a state agency, having been created neither legally nor 
officially.”717 A lawyer from Job Service advised Shearer that the IRSC was a de facto agency. 
As a result, Shearer had some “sleepless nights” fearing someone might challenge its legitimacy. 
She wanted to know if the IRSC should remain an offshoot of Job Service or become a 
standalone agency. Shearer believed the permanency of refugee and immigrant admissions to 
America would require all states to respond by establishing permanent agencies; these state 
agencies would have to be funded by state legislatures. She hoped to find stronger legal footing 
for the IRSC before that day arrived.
718
 
Boat People and Geneva 
 Scholars such as Gil Leoscher and Robert Scanlan have addressed the importance of mid-
level Foreign Service officers’ advocating for an open door policy during the boat people crisis. 
Shepard Lowman, Lionel Rosenblatt, Hank Cushing, and others had served in Vietnam and fell 
in love with the people. In the final days before the collapse of Saigon, Lowman helped evacuate 
hundreds of Vietnamese before he too departed with the mayor of Saigon on April 29, 1975. 
Taking an unofficial leave, Rosenblatt paid his own way to Vietnam in order to arrange the 
departure of former allies. Cushing led a barge full of refugees along the Mekong River before 
being rescued by the U.S. Navy. During the war years, these men formed strong personal bonds 
with the Vietnamese. All three had experienced the evacuation themselves. They carried with 
them a deep sense of guilt because they knew many former allies had been abandoned. This 
sense of guilt compelled the “Saigon cowboys” to lobby their superior Richard Holbrooke to 
increase refugee admissions. Holbrooke, the Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and 
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Pacific Affairs, in turn advised President Carter to use the parole authority to resettle greater 
numbers of boat people.
719
 
The relationship between the Saigon cowboys and the President was mimicked by 
Kenneth Quinn and Governor Ray at the state level. Quinn fit the profile of many other Foreign 
Service officers. After serving in Vietnam for seven years, he developed a deep emotional 
attachment to the people. Like Lowman, he married a Vietnamese woman. Quinn witnessed 
personal human suffering firsthand during his service in Vietnam; his brother-in-law died in the 
struggle against communism. Like the Saigon cowboys, Quinn carried a sense of guilt for 
abandoning former allies.
720
 The former resident of Dubuque, Iowa, had many contacts in federal 
government, and he used Governor Ray’s influence to promote refugee resettlement and relief in 
Iowa and beyond. 
Quinn’s role in advocating for resettlement can be witnessed in the Governor’s January 
1979 decision to admit an additional 1,500 Indochinese. According to the Iowa Public Television 
documentary A Promise Called Iowa, the Governor made the executive decision after witnessing 
Ed Bradley’s special report on 60 Minutes. However, Quinn had been pushing for greater 
numbers of refugees to be resettled in Iowa well before Bradley’s report aired. On December 4, 
1978, Quinn and Shearer attended a State Department meeting where they learned of the 
escalating boat people crisis. The refugee flow had increased tenfold from 1,500 to 15,000 
persons fleeing per month. President Carter agreed to accept 60,000 Indochinese from that 
December through the first four months of 1979. With this knowledge, Quinn advised Ray: 
There appears to be no real effort in the states at generating public support for additional 
resettlement. We therefore believe that a considerable opportunity exists for Iowa to once 
again provide leadership to the nation in a humanities endeavor. We believe Iowa could 
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resettle an additional 1,500 refugees through an Indochina Refugee Center…We would 
propose that you undertake an effort to rally support among the other Republican 
Governors, and the public at large through mailgrams and a ‘guest editorial’ to be 
submitted to selected newspapers.
721
 
 
Quinn’s contact, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Frank Sieverts, agreed that the 1,500 
refugees to Iowa could be Hmong. Quinn and Shearer believed the Hmong to be the most 
“compatible” with the Tai Dam, and working with a single ethnic group would be easier than 
with several.
722
 
 In addition to the number of Indochinese to be brought to Iowa, Quinn made several other 
recommendations for the Governor. First, he advised Ray to write President Carter informing 
him of Iowa’s decision to admit more Indochinese. Second, he asked Ray to approve a mailgram 
to be sent to every U.S. governor. This mailgram would urge each governor to accept more 
refugees. Next, Quinn wanted Ray to approve a list of civic and religious leaders who would 
support the effort. Last, Quinn suggested the Governor release a pro-resettlement letter to media 
outlets in the hopes of garnering widespread support for this cause.
723
  
Shearer agreed with Quinn’s recommendations. She realized any decision by Ray to 
resettle additional Indochinese would be controversial. Shearer forecasted the United States 
would increase its refugee intake during the boat people crisis; allies like France, Australia, 
Canada, and others could not absorb the Indochinese on their own. Shearer reasoned greater 
numbers of refugees would be coming to Iowa and every other state whether Ray supported 
resettlement or not. Still, she realized it would be a bold stance for Ray to publicly support such a 
divisive issue. As a department head appointed by the Governor, she sought to protect Ray from 
criticism at all times. The busy governor needed good counsel on this matter. Shearer feared her 
                                                          
721
 Colleen Shearer, Victor Preisser, Ken Quinn Memorandum For: Governor Ray Subject: Indochinese Refugees 4 
December 1978 in Ray Papers, Resettlement 7: Program Files (Correspondence +Memos), 1-2. 
722
 Ibid. 
723
 Ibid, pg. 3. Ultimately, several different ethnic groups comprised the 1,500 Indochinese admitted to IA. 
260 
 
 
and Quinn’s advising Ray to accept more refugees might be walking him into a “no-win 
situation.” Despite these concerns, Shearer believed admitting more Indochinese would be the 
right decision. She wrote Quinn, “There is some risk for him to go public…But life really isn’t 
worth anything without risks…and here is an opportunity for Governor Ray to create opinions, 
rather than react to them.”724 Shearer compared the dangers of boat people resettlement with the 
state’s initial worries about working with the Tai Dam. She continued, “We walked in despite 
our fear…and we must do so again in Iowa. How can we be made to pay a very big price when 
what we are doing is so right!”725 At the urging of Quinn and Shearer, Ray had been considering 
doing something to ameliorate the boat people crisis for at least a month. Witnessing this human 
tragedy on the television screen compelled the Governor to take the advice of two of his most 
trusted aides. He agreed to accept 1,500 additional refugees to Iowa.
726
  
Subsequently, Ray followed all of Quinn’s boat people recommendations, and this 
permitted the Foreign Service officer to use the Governor’s influence to promote Indochinese 
resettlement. Ray reinforced President Carter’s decision to resettle additional Indochinese. The 
Governor wrote the President, “Action is necessary to prevent further suffering and loss of life. 
We in Iowa want you to know of our concern about what we read and hear and of our 
willingness to support your recent decision to admit additional refugees into the United States.” 
Ray then provided a brief history of Iowa’s resettlement program, and disclosed his decision to 
admit an additional 1,500 refugees to “prevent the further loss of life and suffering by these 
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innocent people.”727 U.S. presidents made refugee policy decisions independent of the nation’s 
governors, but no president wanted fifty angry governors opposing resettlement. Having a 
powerful ally from the rival political party offer support must have reassured President Carter. 
The federal government needed state-level cooperation to resettle refugees. 
In a moving letter to his forty-nine colleagues, Ray pleaded for the nation’s governors to 
support additional resettlement. He began:  
I am writing to let you know that you can have a direct effect on the saving of lives. I 
want to ask your help in relieving the suffering of the refugees fleeing Communist rule in 
Southeast Asia…Unless we act, this tragic loss of life and human suffering will continue. 
I believe we have a humanitarian obligation to try to help alleviate this situation. I don’t 
see how we can sit by while innocent people suffer and die. Immediate and positive 
action is necessary. 
 
Ray addressed how unemployment and budgetary issues might easily allow governors to ignore 
the disaster. However, human lives hung in the balance, and the governors needed to take action. 
He advised them to coordinate with their voluntary agencies to see how many more refugees 
they could admit to their respective states. Ray also asked his colleagues to write a letter in 
support of resettlement to President Carter. Ray closed his message by reminding each governor 
of America’s immigrant heritage. He wrote, “Consider for a moment where we might be today if 
our forefathers had been denied entry to our shores. In good conscience we should not deny these 
refugees either. Helping them start new lives is the right thing to do. It is something we can do---
together.”728 
 Ray’s request produced mixed responses. Governor Julian Carroll commended Ray’s 
efforts on behalf of the Indochinese. However, Kentuckians had endured terrible floods, and the 
state could not admit more refugees. John Dalton of Virginia offered a lukewarm response. With 
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nearly ten thousand refugees and another two thousand on the way, Virginia had one of the 
nation’s higher Indochinese populations. Dalton offered his support for the program, but he 
fretted over whether or not the federal government would continue to reimburse states for the 
cost of resettlement. Several governors, such as Lee Dreyfus of Wisconsin, Richard Snelling of 
Vermont, Thomas Judge of Montana, and John Evans of Idaho, informed Ray they had taken 
measures to prepare for greater intake of refugees in their states.
729
 Governors Hugh Carey of 
New York, Richard Thornburg of Pennsylvania, and James Thompson of Illinois all offered to 
increase their refugee admissions at Ray’s urging.730  
Ray’s work on behalf of the boat people had the most profound influence on Governor 
William Milliken of Michigan. In March of 1979, Milliken informed President Carter that the 
state of Michigan planned to directly resettle refugees. He wrote, “This program would be 
patterned after the highly successful program which Iowa is conducting and would draw upon 
the expertise which that state has gained… I believe it is possible to do as Iowa has done and 
develop programs which do not impact on the economy or work hardships on the state and which 
reflect the humanitarian instincts that I think the people of Michigan have.”731 
 Because of his prominent role in refugee affairs, Governor Ray received an invitation 
from Secretary of State Cyrus Vance to attend the Special United Nations Conference on 
Refugees in Geneva, Switzerland. Only two governors, Ray and Brendan Byrne of New Jersey, 
joined the U.S. delegation headed by Vice President Walter Mondale. Kenneth Quinn also 
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attended. U.S. diplomatic actions to ameliorate the growing refugee crisis culminated at Geneva 
in July of 1979. Refoulement, the return of an asylum seeker to a land where they faced 
persecution, remained a major issue of concern for UN officials. Countries of first asylum---
often poorer nations---resented having to support the newcomers while the affluent West 
resettled refugees at a slow pace; by July of 1979, a backlog of 350,000 displaced persons 
remained in camps throughout Southeast Asia. As the refugee flow continued, Southeast Asian 
nations refused asylum to refugees.
732
 They towed boat people back to sea and forced others to 
return to Cambodia at gunpoint. 
The Indochinese refugee crisis affected Thailand as much as any other nation. The 
important U.S. ally against communism had received nearly a quarter of a million asylum 
seekers from 1975 into the summer of 1979. Although the Thai government warmly received 
some refugees such as the Tai Dam, they also turned away Vietnamese and Cambodians at times. 
In a Thai Ministry of the Interior publication, The Unfair Burden: Our House is Full!, frustrated 
officials complained about the costs of caring for refugees. On the cover of the pamphlet, a 
traditional Thai-style home on poles has been flooded by Vietnamese coming by land and sea. 
The Undersecretary of the State for the Interior commented, “We are drowning in a humanitarian 
ocean.” The author of the booklet described how refugees overwhelmed the financial and natural 
resources of Thailand. Impoverished Thai farmers resented the foreigners’ exhaustion of natural 
resources and access to financial and medical support in refugee camps. Thai officials also feared 
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infiltration by communist agents. The author firmly stated, “We want the displaced persons out 
of our country.”733 
 At Geneva, Ray worked to increase the number of refugees other nations would receive. 
With greater admissions, nations of first asylum would not be as inclined to engage in 
refoulement. The Governor of Iowa held bilateral meetings with senior representatives from 
Germany, Spain, Brazil, and Venezuela. During these talks, Ray provided an overview of Iowa’s 
renowned resettlement methods, and he urged representatives from these nations to receive more 
refugees.
734
 The Midwestern state’s successful program so impressed the German representatives 
that they ultimately sent a delegation to Iowa to learn more. Ray also met with Foreign Minister 
Carlos Pastor of Argentina. The Governor suggested Argentina, a prosperous nation in South 
America, had the ability to resettle more Indochinese. He believed Argentina’s agricultural 
background made it a good fit for the predominantly rural and agrarian lifestyle of the Southeast 
Asians.
735
 Ray also had a private meeting with Vietnam’s Foreign Minister Phon Hien. During 
the discussion, the Foreign Minister reassured Ray that Vietnam would “take measures to erase 
the pressure on its citizens to leave the country.” 736 
 The highpoint of the UN conference occurred during a riveting speech by Walter 
Mondale. The Vice President started by referencing the failings of the international community 
during the rise of the Third Reich. At Evian, France, in 1938, thirty-two nations met to discuss 
the plight of the Jews. If every nation at the conference had accepted just 17,000, all of the Jews 
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in Germany and Austria could have been saved. Instead, lamented Mondale, “The world failed 
the test of civilization” by turning their backs on those in need. Soon afterward, Hitler conceived 
his final solution to the Jewish question, and millions lost their lives. Mondale pleaded to other 
nations, “Let us not re-enact their error. Let us not be the heirs to their shame.” The Vice 
President asked all nations to do their part to help the Indochinese.  
Mondale notified the delegates that the United States had agreed to lead the way by 
doubling its refugee intake from 84,000 to 168,000. The U.S. offered millions in financial 
support for an international refugee resettlement fund and the construction of a UN refugee 
processing center. Additionally, Mondale informed representatives that President Carter 
authorized the U.S. Navy to begin search and rescue missions in the South China Sea. The Vice 
President finished his presentation by referring back to the failings at Evian: “Our children will 
deal harshly with us if we fail…Let us not be like the others. Let us renounce that legacy of 
shame. Let us reach beyond metaphor. Let us honor the moral principle we inherit. Let us do 
something meaningful---something profound---to stem this misery. We face a world problem. 
Let us fashion a world solution. History will not forgive us if we fail. History will not forget us if 
we succeed.”737 
 Mondale’s powerful speech represented a special moment in U.S. and international 
history, and Iowans played an important role in it. Quinn reflected:  
Here I am with Governor Ray. First, I felt so very good that I was able to play this critical 
role and make Iowa a critical part of changing the [closed door] policy. Something we 
had not been able to do in Holbrooke’s office in the State Department in Washington. We 
were able to bring about a policy change because I was in Iowa and the power of a state--
even a small state like Iowa---was able to have on issues like this. It was quite 
stunning…I was just a mid-level Foreign Service officer. I could not have had that kind 
of impact in Washington that I had out here.
738
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Immediately following the presentation, Mondale earned a standing ovation from the delegates. 
Ray shook Mondale’s hand and noted it was one of the proudest movements of his life. 
Afterward, the two men exchanged letters of thanks for their work at the conference. Mondale 
wrote, “Dear Bob, It was a pleasure to have your participation as part of the U.S. delegation to 
the refugee meeting in Geneva. We were extremely grateful at the results of the meeting which 
was in no small part due to efforts of individual members of the U.S. delegation such as 
yourself.”739 
The Governor and the Refugee Act of 1980 
The Indochinese crisis demonstrated the inadequacy of U.S. refugee law; the nation 
found itself repeatedly enacting emergency legislation as a result. For starters, U.S. law placed 
geographic and ideological limitations on who may enter the nation as a refugee. In contrast to 
the UN, the United States narrowly defined a “refugee” as one escaping communism or 
persecution in the Middle East. Throughout the 1970s, refugees entered America in one of two 
ways. First, Section 203(a) (7) of the Immigration and Nationality Act permitted the entry of 
17,400 refugees per year. Second, Section 212 (d) (12) of the Immigration and Nationality Act 
granted the attorney general the power of parole. The president, secretary of state, and attorney 
general discussed which groups to parole. Then, they worked with members of the Senate and 
House Judiciary Committees to pass ad hoc legislation to fund resettlement. Because only 17,400 
refugees were permitted entry per year, the president, through the attorney general, relied on the 
parole power far too often. In 1979 alone, more than 200,000 refugees, mostly Indochinese and 
Soviet Jews, entered the United States. Originally, the parole power had been intended for use on 
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individuals, but the executive continued to parole large groups such as the Hungarians, Cubans, 
and Vietnamese.
740
 
The Refugee Act of 1980 broadened the definition of a “refugee” to include any person 
who has or may face “persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a 
particular social group, or political opinion.” Additionally, the law raised the annual admissions 
ceiling from 17,400 to 50,000. In emergency situations, the president had to consult with 
Congress and demonstrate extra admissions to be “justified by grave humanitarian concerns or in 
the national interest.” By limiting the need to parole refugees, the Act shifted the balance of 
power over admissions from the executive to legislative branch.
741
 
Congressional leaders such as Edward Kennedy, Elizabeth Holtzman, and Peter Rodino 
have been credited for their part in the passage of the Refugee Act of 1980, but Governor Ray’s 
role in the final version of the law has been overlooked. According to Senator Kennedy’s 
legislative history of the Act, federal reimbursement to the states represented the greatest source 
of contention between the House of Representatives and the Senate. The House bill (HR-2816) 
contained a four year reimbursement to states for refugees drawing cash and medical assistance 
under the Social Security Act. In contrast, the Senate bill (S-643) called for only two years of 
federal reimbursement.
742
 
By lobbying for longer federal reimbursement, Ray played more of a role in the final 
outcome of the Refugee Act of 1980 than any other governor. In April of 1979, Chairman Peter 
Rodino invited Ray to testify before the Subcommittee on Immigration, Refugees, and 
International Law of the Judiciary Committee. Rodino valued the Governor’s opinion because of 
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his “personal attention to refugee resettlement” and the “leadership of the State of Iowa on this 
issue.”743 On May 24, 1979, Ray urged House members to reject the Senate’s shorter 
reimbursement period. He stated: 
One of the most important things we can now do is maintain a hospitable climate within 
the states for receiving the additional refugees which this bill would permit to enter the 
country. Increasing the financial burden that the states and local government must bear in 
this program could adversely affect that climate—particularly in states which already 
have a disproportionate share of the refugees living within their borders…Increases in 
highly visible local taxes, such as property taxes, perceived to be related in part or in 
whole to the refugee program could cause a significant reduction in the support the 
program has both within the general public and elected officials.
744
 
 
Also on May 24, Ray met with Senator Kennedy to push for greater financial support to the 
states. Being an ardent public supporter of Indochinese resettlement, Ray had invested 
tremendous political capital. If the federal government limited funds, it opened the Governor up 
to even more political attacks. More importantly, fewer refugees would find asylum in America. 
 In addition to his testimony before the House, Ray used his influence to rally the support 
of the nation’s governors. Ray held considerable political clout amongst his peers. During his 
time in office, Ray had chaired the Midwest Governors, Republican Governors, and National 
Governors Associations. In the midst of the boat people catastrophe, Ray asked his colleagues to 
increase their resettlement efforts; this put his peers on notice about the escalating problem. 
Shortly after he wrote, the NGA formed a Task Force on Indochina Refugees, and Ray served as 
chairman. At the NGA meeting in July of 1979, the Task Force informed the association of the 
continuing Indochinese calamity and the pending refugee legislation. Ray asked and was granted 
a special suspension of NGA rules to address refugee matters at the plenary session. Ultimately, 
the NGA unanimously adopted all four positions offered by Ray’s Task Force. Three of those 
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recommendations called for international cooperation to resettle more Indochinese. The fourth 
stated the governors’ unified opposition to a two year limitation on full reimbursement to states 
for cash and medical assistance.
745
 Ray wrote congressional leaders to inform them of the 
governors’ unanimous position. 
Ironically, eight years before the passage of the Refugee Act of 1980, Ray earned a 
reputation as a strong governor by fighting the federal government over reimbursement. In 1968, 
a Wisconsin Air Guard F-102 jet crashed into the home of Emma McCarville of Cresco, Iowa. 
Just a few months later, an Iowa Air National Guard jet destroyed Peter and Marie Tjernagel’s 
house near Story City. Less than two months after the second accident, Marie’s disabled husband 
passed away. For the next four years, the state of Iowa and the federal government bickered over 
who would compensate the families for their losses. In the meantime, McCarville, an eighty-
three year old widow, resorted to living in a chicken coop. To force the federal government to 
pay for the damages, Ray described what happened next, “As commander-in-chief, if I said so, 
they could not move a vehicle. I decided that was the only thing to do. I could write letters, I 
could threaten to sue, but who knew how long that would take...So we grounded them. And I 
don’t think there was a person out of 220 million Americans who thought you could ground the 
National Guard, least of all me.”746 
Ray’s political activities with regards to the Refugee Act of 1980 closely paralleled his 
earlier grounding of the Iowa Air National Guard. Dollars and cents alone did not motivate Ray 
to push for the longer period of federal funding. He viewed this as a matter of principle. Like the 
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National Guard, refugee resettlement represented a national mission. Therefore, the federal 
government must assist the states in resettling refugees. Ray sympathized with the governors of 
California and Texas because of the high concentration of Indochinese in those states. Why 
should a few states be required to bear a disproportionate burden of a national mission? Why 
should state governments bear the costs of resettlement when governors held little sway over 
federal refugee policy?
747
 
 Ray was the one governor who influenced the final outcome of the Refugee Act of 1980. 
Initially, Senator Kennedy supported the two year limitation of federal reimbursement to states; 
under this plan, the federal government would not reimburse the states for refugees already 
residing in the nation for two or more years. However, Kennedy later backed a one year 
transition period for refugees who had been in the United States longer than two years. While 
speaking on the Senate floor, Kennedy referenced “the very powerful testimony by Governor 
Ray of Iowa” as influencing his change of position.748 Ultimately, the Refugee Act of 1980 
provided three years of federal reimbursement to states and an eighteen month transition period 
for refugees who had resided in the United States three or more years. On February 25, 1980, 
Ray shared the good news with the NGA. He commented: 
I am delighted to report to you that our activities have produced positive results. Last 
week a House-Senate Conference Committee agreed to language providing for full 
federal reimbursement to the states for cash and medical assistance costs incurred by 
refugees for a period of three years after they arrive in the United States. There will also 
be a one and one-half year transition period to cover those refugees who have already 
been here three years. This final time frame provides almost twice as much financial 
coverage to the states as the bill originally considered by Congress. The changes we 
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worked to achieve will result in savings of millions of dollars to states with significant 
refugee populations.
749
 
 
By lobbying for a longer period of federal funding to the states, Ray became the first governor to 
actively influence federal refugee policy. The day the legislation cleared Congress for approval 
by President Carter, Senator Kennedy wrote Ray, “I greatly valued receiving your counsel and 
knowing of your strong support for the bill. The Refugee Act of 1980 is the first major reform of 
the refugee provisions of American immigration law in nearly three decades, and it would never 
have been possible had it not been for the support of you and others.”750 
End of the Ray Years 
 Ray’s victory on the behalf of governors proved short-lived. As financial woes hit Iowa 
and the nation, federal funds for refugee aid dried up in the 1980s. In the late spring and summer 
of 1981, federal reimbursement checks came to states late or did not come at all. The federal 
funding problem created a panicked atmosphere amongst refugees and relief workers alike. State 
officials such as Victor Atiyeh, Governor of Oregon, had to deal with the fallout. In July of 1981, 
Oregon administrators notified refugees that their federal funding would not arrive for the month 
of August. In despair, Shue Long Vue, a Hmong head of household, hanged himself from a tree. 
The sixty-two year old possessed limited English-speaking skills, could not find work, and 
depended on federal assistance to support his wife and five children. Tragically, hours after the 
suicide, the federal government notified Oregon officials that funds would be made available for 
that August. Many in the Hmong community erroneously believed that Shue’s suicide resulted in 
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the restoration of the funds. Social workers heard rumors that more Hmong planned to “sacrifice 
themselves” if it ensured continual aid to their families.751 
 In response to the tragedy, Governor Atiyeh fired off an angry letter to President Ronald 
Reagan. He began, “The federal government must stop playing games with the Refugee 
Program!” Atiyeh described how the federal government dumped refugees onto the states and 
had failed to provide for them. Oregon’s refugee population had an unemployment rate of fifty 
percent, and seventy percent of the three hundred refugees resettled in Oregon each month could 
not read or write in their native language. Atiyeh finished his letter, “For six years Oregon has 
faithfully and effectively served as the fiscal agent of the federal government in this program. I 
sincerely hope that it is not your intention to abandon this motivated, trusting and needy 
population who are already in the U.S. while continuing a foreign policy that swells their 
strength by three hundred per day. I cannot pick up the pieces for you.”752 
As seen in the Atiyeh letter, state support for resettlement faltered when federal funding 
disappeared during President Reagan’s first term. In a July 1981 meeting with the President, Ray 
pointed out that William Clinton, Governor of Arkansas, lost reelection in 1980 because of a lack 
of federal support for resettlement.
753
 In May of 1980, President Carter informed Clinton that 
Fort Chafee would house thousands of Cuban refugees; rumors circulated that most of these 
exiles were criminals or mentally ill. Unfortunately for Clinton, Carter did not provide federal 
funding or staff to oversee the 20,000 Cubans being held in northwest Arkansas. In late May, 
several hundred refugees forced their way out of Fort Chaffee. Without assistance from federal 
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authorities, the state and local police forces brought these escapees into custody and returned 
them to Fort Chaffee. In June, refugees rioted and forced their way out of Fort Chaffee once 
more. In the aftermath, sixty-two individuals suffered injuries and five refugees were shot. 
During the gubernatorial election, challenger Frank White portrayed Clinton as being weak and 
unable to stand up to the President; the Cuban debacle propelled White to victory.
754
 
To the dismay of Iowa’s Governor, Reagan shrank federal reimbursement from thirty-six 
to just eighteen months, handed control of the refugee program to Health and Human Services, 
and eliminated the position of the U.S. Coordinator for Refugee Affairs. Like Atiyeh, Ray sent a 
complaint to the White House: 
We governors were supportive of the refugee program because of the stark humanities 
problems these people faced, and we came forward to assist the federal government in 
this endeavor.  Changing the rules now, three years into the program when approximately 
one-half million refugees are in the United States, is totally unfair and, in my view, not in 
keeping with the President’s commitment to deal fairly with the states.755 
Without federal support for refugee programs, governors faced political backlash or even being 
voted out of office during the 1982 elections. Ray and Shearer opposed HHS control over 
refugee matters. They believed this structure pushed the newcomers toward welfare. Governors 
enjoyed having the U.S. Coordinator as a contact who provided them current and accurate 
information on refugee affairs. Reagan’s elimination of the U.S. Coordinator position allowed 
him to distance his administration from an increasingly controversial subject. The recent wave of 
Cubans and rising concern over illegal Mexican immigration alarmed some Americans. Many 
questioned if the latest asylum seekers truly faced persecution or were merely “economic 
migrants” seeking a better life in the United States. 
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In 1982, Ray’s long tenure as governor came to a conclusion. Ray became the President 
and Chief Executive Officer of Life Investors, Inc. Republican Terry Branstad succeeded Ray in 
office. During Branstad’s first term, the Indochinese crisis slowed, and the Iowa economy 
soured. Whereas Ray served as governor during the prosperous 1970s, Branstad took office on 
the eve of the “farm crisis.” Farmers expanded their operations during the optimistic 1970s by 
taking on debt. However, this economic boom ended in the 1980s. After the Soviets invaded 
Afghanistan, President Carter retaliated with a 1980 grain embargo. Unfortunately, this embargo 
led to a drop in farm profits at a time when many farmers owed creditors. Desperate farmers 
seeking to restructure loans encountered escalating interest rates. To reduce inflation, the Federal 
Reserve raised the interest rate to a record high of twenty-one percent in 1981. Over the course 
of the decade, roughly one in three Iowa farms failed, thirty-eight state banks closed, and 
manufacturers of farm equipment drastically reduced their workforces or closed plants 
altogether.
756
 Consumed with trying to ease the farm crisis, Branstad did not involve himself in 
refugee affairs as did his predecessor. 
Soon after Ray’s exit from office, Colleen Shearer and Kenneth Quinn both left Iowa 
politics. Governor Branstad notified Shearer that she could no longer be the director of both Job 
Service of Iowa and the Iowa Refugee Service Center. She had to choose one agency to head. 
Richard Freeman of Job Service advised Shearer to continue working with refugees, something 
that had become her passion. However, Shearer felt underappreciated and resigned in protest.
757
 
Shortly before her resignation, hints of being burned out appeared in Shearer’s private 
correspondence with Kenneth Quinn. In the summer of 1981, Shearer read about another group 
of boat people suffering severe hardship. One man had to lay his pregnant wife to rest at sea. 
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IRSC worker Tue Phan Quang pleaded for Shearer and Ray to do more despite the harder 
economic times. Shearer confided in Quinn: 
The knowledge of the continuing agony is ever present. I’m not even asking you for a 
suggestion as to how I might respond to Tue—I’m just saying, ‘Hey, Ken, share with me 
one more heart rending reminder of what we’ve been about these past few years.’ You’ve 
been on both fronts—there and here. Ken, have we---are we---fortunate or unfortunate to 
have been so involved in one of the world’s greatest human tragedies? I opt for the 
former description, though I sometimes feel awed by the exposure and carry a constant 
underlying feeling of melancholy and sadness---something like a low-grade infection that 
never goes away. It’s strange. Something that occupied no portion of my life six years 
ago has become my life.
758
 
 
Shearer moved to Minnesota and worked in state government before retiring. Quinn soon left 
Iowa and finished his distinguished thirty-two year career in the Foreign Service, rising to the 
position of U.S. Ambassador to Cambodia. 
Legacy 
In Jon Bowermaster’s Governor: an Oral Biography of Robert D. Ray, respondents 
reflected on Ray’s legacy. Some pundits focused on Ray’s modernization of government and 
strengthening the Governor’s Office. Others credited Ray for tax reform. Public schools needed 
additional funding, but farmers resented the escalating property taxes. Ray oversaw the creation 
of the school aid plan which shifted support for public education from property to income tax. 
Several others, including Ray himself, cited the Governor’s progressive environmental policies. 
He supported the passage of a bottle bill that required a nickel deposit on cans and bottles. Ray 
wanted to clean up Iowa, and he wanted Iowans to be proud of their state.
759
 Despite these 
important contributions, Ray’s work with refugees proved to be his greatest and most enduring 
legacy. 
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 Ray provided clean government and strong moral leadership in Iowa during a time when 
citizens increasingly mistrusted public officials; many Iowans overcame their sense of guilt 
about the Vietnam War by supporting the Governor’s refugee programs. Quinn remembered 
being overcome with pride during a 1979 visit to a Tai Dam refugee camp in Nong Khai, 
Thailand. Entering the grounds, Quinn and company noticed a large banner of welcome. A group 
of refugees soon emerged, and they wanted to show the Governor their symbol of hope. Quinn 
recalled: 
I thought wow what could this be? Some carved statue or something they had carried out 
of Laos with them, some animist type thing? They took us into this little thatched way 
station and up on a thatched wall was posted the Iowa Department of Transportation 
highway map with some pins in it representing where families already lived. They said 
there is our symbol of hope. I thought here we are 12,000 miles from Iowa on the other 
side of the world and the shape of our state and the map of our state would be the symbol 
of hope…That our state would be that symbol of hope captured more than anything else 
what Bob Ray had done. What his leadership meant and what our state involvement in 
refugees was all about. 
 
All Iowans present were touched by this symbol. A sobbing Shearer promised the Tai Dam that 
Iowa would remove them from the camp.
760
 
In the correspondence of supporters, plenty of Iowans shared sentiments similar to 
Quinn; the theme of Iowa pride appeared frequently. When Mary Gebhart read in the 
Minneapolis Tribune that Ray decided to admit 1,500 more refugees, the student at Saint Mary’s 
College wrote the Governor from her school’s library, “Reading the article, I was struck with a 
real sense of pride. I am glad to say that I am an Iowan who comes to Minnesota from a state 
where people care. I am so happy that one politician’s heart has been moved by the sorry plight 
of the boat people.” Gebhart signed her letter, “A proud Iowan.”761 R.L. Playle of Des Moines 
enjoyed paying his 1978 state taxes. He explained why in his letter to Ray, “I felt proud that you 
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and Iowa could help those who are unfortunate.”762 Even Ray’s political opponents confessed 
their newfound respect for their governor’s humanitarian efforts. Joseph Sullivan had voted to 
remove Ray from political office each time the opportunity presented itself. He informed Ray, 
“Regardless of our political differences, I am very pleased with your initiative in welcoming 
refugees to our state. I have always been proud of this great state of Iowa, and I am happy that 
you took the lead and reached out to these people who have no home. It is a good example to all 
of us.”763 Those who had moved out of Iowa also communicated their pride in their native 
state.
764
 
Ray’s efforts on the behalf of the Indochinese inspired many Iowans to involve 
themselves in the humanitarian endeavor. Herb Welander’s wife had been prodding him to do 
more to help refugees. The Welanders had seen the boat people disaster unfold on television like 
so many others. Welander told Ray, “I was proud that our governor had done something about 
it…I had done nothing about it and that is not right.” Following Ray’s lead, Welander inquired 
into sponsoring four refugees.
765
 Though the Vietnam War polarized the nation, a considerable 
number of Iowans overcame the wounds of the conflict by participating in refugee resettlement 
and relief efforts. Ray and Shearer noted that the sponsors often benefitted from the experience 
more so than the refugees.
766
 
 Many outside of Iowa took notice of Ray’s efforts on behalf of the Indochinese as well. 
Letters of support poured in from across the nation. Americans compared their states and 
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governors unfavorably to Iowa and Ray. Robert Friedman could not believe that his larger and 
more powerful state of New York had been outdone by small-time Iowa. He wrote Ray, “It 
would never have occurred to me that your state ‘Middle America’ would be involved in 
something like this. It is more than New York is doing. Maybe a key to foreign activities is to get 
other parts of the country, aside from New York, California, and Washington, D.C., involved 
with the world.”767 James Blakely of Rhode Island had been advocating for the better treatment 
of refugees in his state. He believed Indochinese to be an economic asset because they worked 
jobs and lived in housing that nobody else wanted. According to Blakely, state officials’ 
negligence resulted in refugees fleeing Rhode Island. When trying to redress the situation, 
Blakely had “ran into a stone wall, especially from the office of our Governor J. Joseph 
Garrahy.” Blakely wanted Ray to lobby Rhode Island’s governor to do more. He told Ray, “Only 
through your experience and support of the refugees will our officials recognize the vital role 
that Indochinese will play in the future economy of our state.”768 When residents from other 
states praised Ray, proud Iowans boasted, “That’s our Governor Ray.”769 
 Ray’s resettlement agency lasted for thirty-five years. Eventually, the state stopped 
resettling refugees due to funding and longstanding identity problems. Caseworkers estimated 
the cost of resettling one individual to be roughly $3,000 in 2010. However, the State 
Department only granted $1,800 in funds. More importantly, Iowa had always been an anomaly 
of sorts. From 1975 until 2010, Iowa alone operated as a federally approved state resettlement 
agency. Save for Iowa, all voluntary agencies had been national in scope, held 501(c)(3) 
                                                          
767
 Robert Friedman letter to Ray May 9, 1979 in Ray Papers, Resettlement 3: May 1979 Correspondence. 
768
 James Blakely letter to Ray September 23, 1979 in Ray Papers, Resettlement 3: Sept-October, 1979. 
769
 Yechiel Eckstein of Chicago letter to Ray, circa November 1979 in Ray Papers, Resettlement 4: November 1979 
Correspondence 
279 
 
 
nonprofit status, and raised funds from the private sector.
770
 If the Bureau of Refugee Services 
asked for resettlement money from the general public, it would betray the self-sufficient ideals it 
had been founded upon.
771
 In 2010, the state stopped resettling refugees. Houng Baccam, a Tai 
Dam resettled by the Task Force in 1975, worked for the refugee center for nearly thirty-four 
years. Houng reflected on the state’s decision, “I felt very sad because we view a resettlement 
agency as saving the life of people, and we do not do it anymore…Each time you bring the 
people in you save their life and their family. You give a future for their children.”772 
 Though Iowa stopped resettling refugees in 2010, it is hoped that the Iowa anomaly can 
be studied and emulated by other governors in future times of crisis. Ray’s support created a soft 
landing for refugees in the state. Iowa’s Indochinese population took comfort in knowing that 
their governor welcomed them. The Governor’s Office served as a clearinghouse of information 
for all refugees, relief workers, and interested parties. State officials, through public speaking 
tours, informed the general public about the refugees’ cultural background and need for help, and 
they tried to include Iowans in the humanitarian effort by demanding all newcomers have an 
individual sponsor. The state’s refugee programs worked so well that Australian officials created 
a volunteer tutor program modeled after Iowa’s. In 1979, Germany sent a delegation to study the 
IRSC’s methods and implemented similar policies in their nation.773 Following Iowa’s lead, 
Governor Richard Snelling launched Vermont SHARES to raise funds for Cambodians. Though 
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short-lived, Idaho and Michigan established their own resettlement initiatives after seeking the 
counsel of IRSC officials.  
Iowa’s refugee programs proved good enough to emulate by its contemporaries, and a 
state resettlement agency can serve as an alternative model for resettling refugees in future times 
of crisis. The likelihood of this happening is difficult to gauge. Ray had the courage to establish 
his Task Force to aid individuals from America’s most controversial war. Future governors 
attempting to resettle refugees may not face as intense a political climate as the one encountered 
by Ray. However, these governors may have to overcome the apathy of the general public. 
Arguments against having a state resettlement program have little merit. Many of those opposed 
to Iowa’s program were affiliated with private voluntary agencies, and these VOLAGS feared 
competition for federal funding. Others disliked the IRSC because they disagreed with any 
operation overseen by government in general. In 1980, political scientists Naomi and Norman 
Zucker favorably reviewed the IRSC, and they concluded, “The clue to good refugee 
resettlement is not who does it, but how it is done.”774 
 Indochinese refugees drastically altered the demographics of Iowa. In 1960, roughly 89 
percent of Iowa’s foreign born population came from Europe compared to the 2.8 percent who 
came from Asia. By 1990, only 33 percent of Iowa’s foreign born population originated from 
Europe, and the state’s Asian born population had risen to account for nearly 43 percent of all 
foreign born Iowans.
775
 In general, the number of Indochinese in the United States had been 
minimal before the Vietnam War, but many states still had considerable Asian populations. In 
comparison, Iowa had a 1960 Asian population of only 1,189. In two short years, Ray oversaw 
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the resettlement of over 1,200 Tai Dam, which doubled the state’s total 1960 Asian population. 
During Ray’s time in office, the state resettled roughly 4,000 Indochinese while private 
voluntary agencies brought another 4,000. Therefore, refugees accounted for a substantial 
number of the 11,577 Asians in Iowa’s 1980 census.776 
 Like all Indochinese refugees, the Tai Dam community has culturally enriched Iowa. At 
the Iowa State Fairgrounds, the beating of drums marks the beginning of the Tai Dam New Year. 
The drum beat awakens the spirits of deceased loved ones. Attendees enjoy a meal of sticky rice 
while listening to live music. Participants hold hands and raise and lower their arms in unison 
while performing a traditional circle dance. In addition to the New Year celebration, the 
community hosts an annual Freedom Festival. Tai Dam throughout the state convene to give 
thanks that they escaped communism and arrived in Iowa as a group. For this reason, the Tai 
Dam community still reveres Ray. Houng Baccam explained, “Robert Ray is a very super human 
being…If we did not have him, I do not know what would have happened to the Tai Dam 
group.”777 Khouang Luong, a spiritual leader, considers Ray to be a father to the entire Tai Dam 
community. He believes that in the future, the Tai Dam will venerate Ray as if he was one of 
their ancestors.
778
 Som Baccam, a Polk County Public Hospital Trustee, explained Ray’s 
significance, “I love the man. Forever, he will be our savior. He is almost like our Abraham 
Lincoln…He freed us.”779 Minister Mike Rasavanh described the Governor as a “visionary man 
who saw the true potential of our people.”780 Ray has always deflected praise for the Tai Dam’s 
successful transition to Iowa. In 1979, he stated, “We must recognize the refugees, themselves. 
They are the ones who must struggle to make the adjustment. They are the ones who must work 
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the long hours mostly at entry level wages. They are the ones who must endure the difficulties 
that all immigrants undergo. In the final analysis, our success is their success and vice versa.” 781 
The Tai Dam have sought to repay the governor and the state that welcomed them by 
creating a cultural center on the Northside of Des Moines. The former refugees purchased and 
beautified land previously used by locals as a dumping ground. On the acreage, the group 
constructed a Tai Village consisting of spirit houses and a community center modeled after a 
home from the old country. The Tai Village aims to preserve and share Tai Dam culture. In 
August of 2013, the Tai Dam officially opened the Robert D. Ray Welcome Center. In the 
summer heat, the frail former Governor waited in an air conditioned vehicle until the dedication 
ceremony. Unable to walk on his own and refusing a wheelchair, a couple of individuals helped 
Ray to his seat. Members of the community were moved that Ray attended despite poor health, 
but he had seemingly always been there for the refugees. Thousands of Tai Dam attended the 
festivities. Community leader Dinh VanLo has described the Tai Village as continuing the spark 
of the Tai Dam people.
782
 
Before the Tai Dam arrived in Iowa, many of them mistakenly believed all Americans 
were white. Unfortunately, Americans have often applied this same generalization to the 
Midwest in general and Iowa in particular.
783
 In reality, Iowa has a diverse population, and much 
of this diversity originated from refugee resettlement. As an example, Donechanh 
Southammavong recently celebrated three weddings in Iowa: Tai Dam, Lao, and American. Her 
maternal Tai Dam grandmother made Don’s sinh complete with silver lockets. Don provided her 
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Lao in-laws with gifts of clothing. In return, Don’s husband gave her parents money, liquor, and 
jewelry to pay for the “breast milk” Don’s parents had invested in raising their daughter. At her 
home, Don wore her hair in the traditional bun that signifies a woman’s married status. Relatives 
made a bed and provided chicken and eggs, which symbolizes fertility. The ceremony concluded 
after watching the couple eat the food. Don also celebrated a traditional Lao-style wedding for 
her in-laws. In Laos, the groom and his relatives sing and consume alcohol in route to the bride’s 
village. Don’s husband dressed in traditional Lao clothing and carried a sword on his way to 
meet his bride for their wedding at a local fitness center.  
Ironically, Tai Dam and Lao cultural heritage played the greatest role at her “American” 
wedding. Don’s grandfather and grandmother-in-law had recently passed away. Don decided to 
hold the American ceremony at her residence because her Tai Dam relatives know the spirits of 
the dead may only travel to places they visited while alive. This backyard ceremony enabled the 
spirit of Don’s deceased grandfather to attend. During the celebration, two deer jumped a fence 
and watched the proceedings. Don and her Buddhist husband believe that these deer were the 
reincarnated spirits of their deceased loved ones.
784
 As the nearly ten thousand Tai Dam continue 
to celebrate cultural events at the Tai Village and across the state, Ray’s legacy endures. Of all 
the arguments made in this work, one is indisputable. The anomaly has made Iowa a more 
interesting place. 
Social history has shed light on the experiences of previously overlooked groups such as 
women, the working-class, and minorities. However, refugees remain an understudied group. 
Oral history will prove to be a useful tool for accessing the important experiences of refugees 
and discovering the full range of diversity in Iowa. In addition to the Indochinese, Bosnian, 
Sudanese, Iraqi, and Afghani stories await to be told. Like an ex-Iowa governor attending the Tai 
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Dam’s Freedom Festival in the American Midwest, their stories will also demonstrate the 
interconnectedness of Iowa, national, and international history. 
 
 
Figure 13. Robert Ray at the Tai Village Dedication. Top: Former Governor Ray, 
accompanied by his wife Billie, attends the Tai Village dedication in August of 2013. Bottom: A 
sobbing Sommay Vanlo of Des Moines, Iowa, hugs Ray in gratitude at the dedication. Photos by 
Bryon Houlgrave. 
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